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ABSTRACT 
EMBRACING THE EMERGENT NATURE OF RESEARCH IN EARLY CHILDHOOD 




Advisor: Konstantinos Alexakos 
This work investigates the emergent nature of research on emotions and wellness in early 
childhood education and in life. The research discussed in this thesis was emergent and 
contingent. Through my experiences as an educator, student, mother, human being living through 
a pandemic, and daughter, I embraced opportunities for research in various fields of my life.  
I explore teaching research to early childhood teachers who also became my 
coresearchers in a project that explores our roles of being teachers | researchers. Together, using 
a hermeneutic-phenomenological approach, we learn about the experiences of those participating 
in the research projects, both individually and as a collective. 
Using a heuristic on doing research with my early childhood teachers, I address the 
internalized prejudice (by teachers and non-teachers alike) that exists in our society against early 
childhood teachers. In a narrative tale where I explore memories, loss, the empty nest, and 
embodied emotions of letting go of my children as they grow up. The methodologies I use to 
explore these issues are arts-based research, hermeneutic phenomenology, and heuristics; 
specifically use of images as a heuristic. I explore memories not as a thing of the past, but as an 
active part of becoming, in the present and future. I look at the experiences and complexities of 
living through the COVID-19 pandemic in the spring of 2020I address the COVID-19 pandemic 
 v 
as a historical event that transforms numerous structures on multiple levels for each individual 
involved in the study. Through graduate students’ narratives, as well as my own, I aim to 
demonstrate what our emotions and experiences were during this global pandemic. 
 Lastly, I look at the experiences and complexities of being in a PhD program and the 
work I have done to complete my degree as I reflect on my journey as a student, educator, 
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joy, relief, sadness, and nostalgia. This thesis would not have been possible without the guidance 
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from the moment I met him. None of this would have been possible without Ken Tobin, who is 
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CHAPTER 1- PERSONAL AND THEORETICAL BACKGROUNDS  
Introduction 
Urie Bronfenbrenner (1984) writes that every child needs at least one adult who is irrationally 
crazy about them. The hope is that we will encounter multiple instances of people in our lives 
who care for us deeply, who love us, and, perhaps (if we are lucky enough), who are irrationally 
crazy about us, perhaps starting with our parents, family, and friends, to, later, our teachers, 
peers, colleagues, and finally, our own families, children, and students. Unfortunately, this role 
often falls on the shoulders of a teacher, whether in a formal school setting of elementary, 
middle, or high school, or even in higher education institutions.  
In the beginning of my journey as an educator in higher education – a journey in which I 
work with future teachers – I feel the pressure and responsibility to provide the needed 
foundation for their classroom work in terms of content, theoretical frameworks of understanding 
a child’s development and educational research, and equipping them with tools to address 
multiple issues they will encounter in their classrooms. I aim to be mindful that I can become the 
person who believes in them, who inspires them to achieve greatness, and by doing so I 
inadvertently model the behavior of an educator. This is a tall order, and it frightens me every 
time I step into the classroom, but this is exactly why I chose to be an educator and an 
educational researcher – to inspire, to teach, and to learn from my students.  
I was lucky enough in my journey to encounter people who believed in me, who cared for 
me, who showed me how to be a good teacher (not always being a teacher by profession). As I 
look back and reflect, I realize that they may not have always known about their role in my life, 
however, they have shaped my life greatly and I want to be the kind of person (in and outside of 
the classroom) who shapes other people’s lives for the better as well. 
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Human beings are social creatures. Our lives take place in this social context where 
everything adds to the picture of our existence, every detail, every interaction, every new 
experience, every new piece of knowledge shapes our epistemology (our worldview), our 
ontology (how we enact our beliefs), and our axiology (our values that align our priorities in 
each individual instance). Lev Vygotsky (1986) states that the true direction of the development 
of thinking is not from the individual to the social, but from the social to the individual. This 
means that the role of the individual and the social are different from the traditional way of 
looking at development, where in schools we value individual achievement, individual progress, 
and we emphasize individual failure. However, the role of the social context, as Vygotsky 
suggests (1986), is just as important as individual development, if not more so.  
Learning, Vygotsky claims (1986), is a social activity, where human interactions with 
others mediate who we are and help us grow individually. Thus, the social context becomes very 
important. The individuals in that context then become just as significant, because, as Vygotsky 
argues (1986), through others we become ourselves, highlighting the importance of others. The 
individual and the collective are dialectically connected, where each presupposes the existence of 
the other, and changes in one elicit changes in the other (Alexakos, 2015). Each of us can name 
significant people in our lives (our parents, good teachers, great friends, etc.), but it is not just 
them who made us who we are (and not just the positive things shape who we are, so that 
difficult childhood, bad teachers, disloyal friends, also form us as well) and reflecting on that is 
an important part of becoming aware of our own epistemology, ontology, and axiology.  
As educators, we carry that knowledge with us. Konstantinos Alexakos (2007) states that 
why, how, what, and where we teach shapes who we are. In turn who we are also shapes our 
teaching. Who we are is constantly shaped by the experiences we have in the world we live in. 
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Alexakos (2007) argues that there is an organic link, dialectically connecting the personal and 
the social components. Our own sense of self, our moral beliefs, passions, and teaching 
philosophy are connected with each other and need to be investigated (Alexakos, 2017). These 
identifiers will also become an organic link – the transmission and acquisition, of, what Pierre 
Bourdieu (1986) calls, cultural capital, unique for each individual. How each educator behaves 
in the classroom, how teachers frame and mediate students’ learning, can be investigated by 
understanding our prior experiences as a student, as a teacher, and as a human being. 
 Looking back at my own life, I believe it is important to understand what continues to 
shape who I am today. This reflection takes me back to my childhood. 
Menagerie of Fur Coats 
When I was three years old, my parents bought a little summer house on the bank of Klyazma 
river in a small provincial town, 250 kilometers east of Moscow in the Soviet Union. This was in 
1982. The summer house was more like a cabin with two stories, one room on each floor. My 
father later built a kitchen. The cabin came with an additional piece of land, about 5000 square 
feet, where my parents grew a variety of fruits and vegetables. The season usually began in May 
and ended in September, and for those five months, our lives centered around our summer house 
– our dacha. 
 The school year generally ended in the last week of May and started again in the first 
week of September, which left us kids with three months of summer vacation. My parents each 
were entitled to a month of vacation, and they usually arranged it in such a way that they would 
have two weeks overlapping so that we could take a trip to the Black Sea together sometime in 
August. We would spend two weeks with one parent on our dacha, then two more weeks on 
dacha with our aunt, uncle and cousins, then we would all go to Sochi, a resort town on the Black 
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Sea, for two weeks, and as we returned, we would spend the last two weeks of summer with our 
second parent on dacha. Our whole summer was spent there. That is how I remember it, anyway. 
 Some people could afford cars and would drive to their dachas, but the majority would 
bike or take a local train. My parents biked there; later my brother and I did too. We would ride 
our bikes in a line. Dad was always first, then my brother, and then my Mom. When I was little, 
my parents took turns taking me on the top tube of their bikes. Since there were no fancy bike 
seats for children available in stores, my dad made one for me so I could ride with them. I clearly 
remember the amazing feeling of air softly hitting my face while I steered the bike with them – 
our hands close to each other on the steering wheel. 
 The summer houses were all located on the outskirts of the town and were part of a 
community of dachas. Each major organization would oversee a large piece of land and allow its 
workers to purchase small plots for gardening. My father worked in an electro-mechanical 
factory as a hydraulics engineer, and when all the restrictions for land purchases were lifted in 
1980, we became one of the families who owned a summer house. 
 These dachas were community-run, and each season, members of each dacha would 
choose leaders. There were rules to be followed, and each member was responsible to contribute 
or volunteer a certain number of hours to oversee the dachas and make sure the community was 
safe and ran smoothly. Each evening, several members of the dacha community would walk 
through the territory and check to be sure there were no intruders. I imagine that this was a 
nuisance for my parents, but as kids, we loved it. We would walk with the adults, flashlights in 
our hands, while our parents sang songs as they walked slowly through the gardens, checking for 
intruders and admiring each other’s gardens and dachas. We would run through elaborate paths 
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in the dark, flashing lights flickering in our hands, and imagine ourselves as spies. It was an 
adventure every time. 
 The dacha itself was peaceful and comfortable. The second floor of the cabin was the 
kids’ area. My mother made it very cozy up there. There were two simple beds with lace curtains 
over them to protect us from the mosquitoes and flies while we slept. The breeze from the 
balcony would move the lace curtains over my bed, and the sunbeams would stream through 
them, creating elaborate patterns. It was the perfect environment for daydreaming. Our second-
floor room opened onto a large balcony where we would play, sunbathe, and have tea parties. 
From up there, we could see the river and a railroad bridge with trains going to and from 
Moscow or elsewhere in our vast country. I would lie in bed and listen to the sound of trains 
going over the bridge, imagining myself on one of those trains going to faraway places, not 
knowing that one day I would indeed be in a place far away from my hometown, writing these 
memories in a different language.  
 On the floor was a huge rug made out of old fur coats. It was like a patched-up blanket, 
Russian-style. There were pieces of rabbit fur and sheep wool, with patches of old foxtail hats. I 
remember lying on that warm carpet, the hairs tickling my skin. As I ran my fingers through the 
different textures, my mind wondered about everything and nothing at the same time. What were 
these animals like when they were alive? What kind of clothing had these pieces been made into 
before they ended up as a rug? I could feel my mother’s careful stitches putting these old pieces 
together into a single rug as I traced them with my hands. I imagined snow falling on fur hats and 
coats, sticking to the hairs, and could almost see my mother’s face with a foxtail hat wrapping 
her head, snowflakes dancing around, music from Doctor Zhivago playing in my head. 
 My mother collected old magazines and Soviet posters. I must have looked through them 
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a thousand times. I would study the images and try to copy them. Propagandized images of the 
evils of capitalism are still imprinted in my brain from those posters and caricatures. But there 
were others which encouraged citizens to have good work ethics and strong moral character. 
 Meals were simple but delicious, and straight from the garden. Most men spent early 
mornings and evenings fishing, and their catch would become a source of protein in many of our 
meals. Boiled baby potatoes, salads with tomatoes, cucumbers and lots of other greens, and fish 
from the river was often our dinner. We had tea made out of mint, cherry, and currant leaves 
with fresh jam for dessert. 
 We had to help in the garden, but the rest of the time, we were free to do anything else we 
liked. We had a rowboat and would take little boat trips on the river when our parents had time. 
It was thrilling every time as we traveled up and down the river, going around small islands, 
building fires on their banks, and exploring. We learned how to swim and fish in the same river. 
The kids became friends over the summer and played together. Occasionally we would go back 
to our apartments in the town to get groceries, do laundry, or take a bath. 
 For weeks at a time, evenings were devoted to reading, playing cards and games, singing, 
and eating. There were no TVs or phones in the dacha, so we were stuck entertaining each other. 
To me, it was glorious. To my parents, I imagine, it was a lot of work, but they seemed happy as 
well. A few years later, when the Soviet Union collapsed, the dacha became our primary source 
of provision for the whole year as grocery stores often did not have even the basics. Since the 
collapse of the Soviet Union dacha was more than a place to have fun and grow food for our 
summer meals. But until then, I could look at the sun streaming through the lace curtains on my 
bed on the second floor of our dacha, eat strawberries straight from the patch, enjoy boat trips to 
the different parts of the river, collect water lilies while playing pirates, and flip through 
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magazines of Soviet propaganda, happily and content. Growing up on dachas was such a vividly 
remembered part of my childhood that I still see our dacha in my dreams some nights. 
Crisis of Representation and the Narratives 
My memories, which have changed over the years by how I look at them, and which are 
presented here in a narrative form, are paired with a crisis of representation (Greene, 1994). 
Maxine Greene (1994) argues that meaning is an event, a happening along a route of becoming. 
This is very curious, because as our narratives shape the material of our experiences, we go 
through a process of becoming, realizing, revealing of something about ourselves (as we put it 
into words), but we also lose parts of ourselves as we do this. Maurice Merleau-Ponty (2013) 
writes,  
We are caught up in the world and we do not succeed in detaching ourselves from it in 
order to shift to the consciousness of the world. If we were to do so, we would see that 
the quality is never directly experienced and that all consciousness is consciousness of 
something. (p. 27).  
We are part of the world we live in and, as the world shapes us, we too shape the world. 
Understanding one without the other is a pointless task, because our experiences and (the social, 
historical, political) world in which we live in are part of one and need interpretation in relation 
to each other. Who I am as an educator/researcher/human being today is because of the 
experiences I have had in my life, like growing up in the Soviet Union, immigrating to the 
United State in my early twenties, spending hours daydreaming of what my future could bring, 
as I was lying on the fur rug made by my mother on my summer dacha.   
 Alfred Schutz (1967) refers to the process of understanding a human experience as 
phenomenology, where we seek to determine the precise nature of the phenomenon of meaning 
by analyzing experiences. “Only after we have a firm grasp of the concept of meaning as such 
will we be able to analyze step by step the meaning-structure of the social world” (Schutz, 1967, 
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p. 13). The object we study, therefore, is the human being who is looking at the world from 
within the natural attitude. Schutz (1967) suggests that each of us comes into a social world 
without much reflection on what the world is or who we are in this world, as we often take for 
granted the existence of life as we know it. Understanding other’s existences (or own own), 
which we take for granted, I believe, is necessary to become aware of what makes us who we 
are. This is an important journey to take for anyone, but even more so for an educator. In the 
narrative about my childhood memories, I attempt to understand who I am based on my 
experience and, as I do that, I change the memories of my experience, as I use words as a mode 
to communicate those memories.  
 Annie Dillard (1987), in her autobiography, tells us about the importance of preservation 
and the destruction of our memories once they are put on the paper.  
They dissolved when I tried to inspect them, or dimmed, or slid dizzying away, like a 
ship’s stern yawing down the dark lee slope of a wave. (Dillard, 1987, p. 131).  
This is (partially) what makes a narrative “problematic” – as memories are 
destroyed/changed/transformed by the creation of a narrative. Such a narrative becomes only a 
fraction of the experience that took place, illustrating the crisis of representation – an interpretive 
account, as Greene (1994) argues, that can never directly or completely capture lived 
experiences.   
As one reads the story, it’s intended depiction and meaning is no longer in the hands of 
the writer, and is now up to the reader’s interpretations based on their experiences. Greene 
(1994) writes that there is always an asymmetry between text and reader, as the reader interprets 
the text in their own way. This is the biggest challenge of the narrative – asymmetry between text 
and the reader, who does not just read the text in the moment but brings with it accumulation of 
the reader’s past.  
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What should we – as educators, researchers, human beings, writers, readers – do? How 
do we tell a narrative? How do we interpret one? Is there value in a narrative form? Can we rely 
on a narrative form to illustrate what it is like to be in our shoes? I think the answer is yes, 
followed by ‘however.’ Greene (1994) pointed out that the crisis of representation exists and is 
the price of a narrative. As well as turning to a narrative, we need to be aware of what this one 
framework – narrative – brings with it and what it leaves out. We need to equip ourselves with a 
‘better telescope’ to look at the stars, which of course, will only reveal that there are a lot more 
stars out there that we are not seeing.  
My Organic Link/Perezhivanie 
Growing up on dacha was one of the things that shaped me to be the person I am today. Those 
experiences created my own sense of self, my own moral beliefs, my passions, my teaching 
philosophy, and became part of my own organic link, which, in turn, connects with the world I 
live in today. Alexakos (2007) argues that this organic link is a dialectical construct, having both 
social and personal components. He also emphasizes the role of agency in our teaching 
philosophy. By taking a step to understanding what the organic link is for me, I exercise my 
agency to gain understanding of my teaching philosophy, which is also shaping my teaching 
philosophy in return.  
 In addition, in my depiction of these childhood memories, we can also trace what 
Bronfenbrenner (1981) referred to as the different systems of the environment from the human 
ecological theory of development. From the microsystem – my family, my parents, my brother, 
the summer house where I spent time with my immediate and distant family and members of 
community – to the elements of the mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem, which was 
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illustrated by growing up in the Soviet Union, followed by its imminent collapse (which also 
illustrates the chronosystem, the time at which the development was taking place).  
Vygotsky’s (1986) sociocultural theory states that learning and the development take 
place in a specific sociocultural context. Vygotsky (1986) asserts that through a process of 
perezhivanie we emotionally connect to the world and learn from it. Beth Ferholt (2009) 
demonstrates that perezhivanie is the relationship between individual and environment, which 
makes it important in understanding human development. Vygotsky’s concept of perezhivanie is 
important because it highlights the role of emotions in the process of development and in the 
process of learning (both formal and informal). Wolff-Michael Roth (2007) states that the 
emotion and cognition are seen as separate entities, which is different from how perezhivanie 
interprets our experiences, where emotion and cognition are directly connected. In addition, 
through perezhivanie we can learn to understand the experiences of another.  
The Role of Emotions 
Any educational process, in and out of the classroom, is contextualized by emotions. According 
to Jonathan Turner (2002), emotions like happiness or anger, fear or frustration, are among the 
most recognizable emotions. Being able to recognize, understand, and mediate emotions (in 
yourself and in others), in and outside of a classroom, is a necessary first step. However, the 
process of understanding and interpreting emotions becomes complicated and complex, as many 
attempt to theorize emotions, which brings many different ways of looking at them. Thus, even 
the most recognizable emotions, like happiness or anger, fear or frustration, are not the same in 
different individuals, different circumstances, different contexts, as we use different theoretical 
frameworks to understand these emotions.  
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Frazzetto (2013) claims that even though we consider empathy, joy, laughter, curiosity, 
and hope to be positive emotions and, at the same time, anger, guilt, shame, regret, fear, and grief 
to be negative, it is important to break the bifurcated system of negative and positive emotions. 
With joy and fear at the opposite ends of the spectrum of emotions, there is an emotional 
rainbow of emotions (Frazzetto, 2013). In a learning setting, participants will inevitably 
experience this rainbow of emotions. What effect different emotions can have on the learning 
process is worthy of exploration. Davidson (2012) adds that our brain plasticity allows for a 
change in neural pathways, arguing for mindfulness practices that can alter a habitual response to 
a setback. Through a process of reflection, we can begin to become aware of our emotions and 
how they shape our learning.  
Language and Emotions 
Sometimes it is not just emotions we need to consider when thinking about learning, but the 
linguistic representation of emotions. As described by Paula Niedenthal and Marcus Maringer 
(2009), embodied emotions are conscious feelings that motivate specific adaptive actions. They 
argue that metaphoric linguistic expressions are often grounded in the embodiment of the 
physical dimension (Niedenthal & Maringer, 2009). As one reads a book, the circumstances of 
the environment in which the reading takes place will shape how one experiences and interprets 
the book, and how one feels about the book. Was one sipping hot tea on a comfortable couch 
while reading a book, or reading it on a packed, noisy subway car? Niedenthal and Maringer 
(2009) assert that the physical embodiment of emotions, which is shaped by the physical 
environment (among other things) are connected to the abstract linguistic expressions of these 
emotions. How we experience emotions and how we talk about them – what is the role of 
language – is also important to consider.   
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Language closely relates to thought, according to Vygotsky (1986). How they manage to 
fit together so well, where we learn to think in words and where we find words that fit to each of 
our experiences, is extraordinary. Language and thought are dialectically connected. Although 
they fit together well, they are not one thing. Vygotsky, according to Rieber et al. (1978), argued 
that there were “two independent streams” – one of thought and the other of language, and that 
they “flowed” together with the effect that language gave shape and conscious direction to 
thought” (p. 13). Vygotsky (cited in Rieber et al., 1978) describes thought as something whole – 
as I see it, spherical – where speech is linear and sequential. 
Bakhtin (2010) adds that language exists on a border or boundary between human 
consciousnesses, between a self and another. It is, according to Bakhtin, this responsive 
interaction between speakers, between self and other, that constitutes the capacity of language to 
produce new meaning. Every utterance, Bakhtin writes, generates a response in the other who 
receives it, even if that response is only within inner speech. In using language to communicate 
our emotions to each other we respond to each other’s emotions and each other’s language with 
and without the use of language.  
Crisis of representation, which takes place when thoughts are put into words, needs to be 
examined as well. As Vygotsky argues (1986), thought does not correspond with words, nor does 
it even correspond with the socially agreed upon meaning of the word. The meanings of words 
are fluid and dependent upon those who are using them – which meaning they pour into the 
spherical thought behind the meaning of each word. The direct transition from thought to word is 
impossible. Vygotsky writes, “The construction of a complex path is always required” (cited in 
Rieber et al., 1978, p. 13). As one experiences an emotion and tries to represent what that 
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emotion means (and what it feels like), language will only be able to represent a fraction of the 
actual experience, a fraction of the embodied emotion.  
Alternative Ways of Interpreting Emotions/Understanding Ourselves 
Although less dominant in the West, other ways of looking at emotions are included in some 
Eastern philosophy and Eastern medicine. Efrem Korngold and Harriet Beinfield (2013) join the 
insights of Western psychology with Chinese correspondence thinking, offering a way to identify 
which of five emotional archetypes we belong to (and which natural elements represent our 
character) according to Five-Phase Theory:  
The Five Phases are not “things,” but rather descriptions of primal forces within a 
universe of larger and smaller, contracting and expanding, interacting and cogenerating 
systems. (p. 121).  
The five archetypes represent the anthropomorphic qualities of each Phase. These archetypes are: 
Pioneer, which corresponds to the element of Wood, Philosopher/Water, Peacemaker/Earth, 
Wizard/Fire, and Alchemist/Metal).    
Knowing whether the power of Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal, or Water is preeminent sheds 
light on the goals we set, the risks we take, the competence we manifest, the postures we 
adopt toward people and projects, the expectations we have, the things that most threaten 
us, and the satisfactions from which we derive the greatest rewards. (Beinfield & 
Korngold, 2013, p. 135). 
Identifying ourselves with these archetypes offers another way of becoming aware of who we 
are, another way of expanding our understanding of ourselves, and another framework of 
interpreting harmony, balance, and wellness (which includes emotional wellness) – all necessary 
for learning to take place. When the body is stressed, when there are disharmonies, Western 
medicine interprets this as a disease/disorder. Eastern medicine/philosophy, too, sees such 
disharmonies as problematic in the process of learning, as the body is not open to learning, since 
it is too preoccupied with addressing the disharmonies.   
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Emotions and Teaching 
Paul Schutz and Michalinos Zembylas (2009) address the emotional labor of teaching, where 
they state that many teachers leave their profession because of the incredible emotional toll on 
their lives that comes with teaching. They note that there are differences in languages when 
describing different emotions, for example, in the English language there are around 2000 words 
to describe emotions, whereas Taiwanese Chinese only has about 750 words (Schutz & 
Zembylas, 2009). They also talk about cultural differences, where in some cultures, to 
experience an emotion and to express it are not always in synchronicity, where people hide 
emotions (especially strong emotions) as a way to fit into the cultural norms (Schutz & 
Zembylas, 2009). Does that mean that hidden emotions are intensified? On the other hand, do 
they dissipate faster? This is followed by individual and temperament differences, which add 
nuance to the language and cultural differences, where each of us will react differently and 
behave differently according to our individual characteristics (Schutz & Zembylas, 2009).   
Teacher’s emotions are inextricably linked to teachers’ wellbeing, identity, and emotion 
management in teaching as well as influenced by student-teacher relationships (Schutz & 
Zembylas, 2009). This is not surprising at all, of course—emotions are not just experienced 
individually, but shape and are shaped by our interactions and our relationships with one another 
in and outside of the classroom. On a larger scale, “emotions constitute a key dimension in 
teachers’ lives, especially in times of change – demographic changes; social and cultural 
changes; large-scale educational reforms – in which emotions are further intensified” (Schutz 
and Zembylas, 2009, p. 370). Hence, teachers’ emotions are embedded in social, cultural, and 
political structures, which offers a macro perspective on emotions. Placing emotions in the larger 
context of our beliefs will inform our actions.  
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Understanding what our knowledge system is, what is the nature of being in the world 
given to us, and where in that world our values are – or, in other words, becoming aware of our 
epistemology, ontology, and axiology – is the first step into illuminating the underlying reasons 
for different behaviors in a social setting. Ken Tobin and Joe Kincheloe (2009) argue that all 
epistemologies are grounded upon a particular view of the world, whether the researcher is 
conscious of it or not. Once we, as researchers and  learners, understand, or at least try to 
understand, our epistemology, axiology, and ontology, it will be easier to explain emotions that 
take place in the process of learning. Moreover, once we try to recognize the emotions and use 
the information provided by them, we can understand what role they play in the process of 
learning. 
Authentic Inquiry as a Framework for my Research 
As I begin my teaching in higher education, I want to use this opportunity to place my research 
in the experience of my teaching. Following the mantra of emergence and contingence (Tobin, 
2017), I believe, and hope, that as I continue to teach, more will be revealed to me and this in 
turn will shape my research process. I have been very transparent with my students about using 
the natural setting in which we are placed as a space for conducting research, as many of them 
conduct research in their own classrooms as well. In that sense, my students are becoming my 
co-researchers as I continue to include them in the ongoing process of my work and educating 
them about what I am learning in the process, as well as hearing their perspectives and learning 
from them. I aim to include their voices in my research as well. 
 It is important to be courageous, honest, fair, and caring – what Hugh Sockett (1987) 
calls practical wisdom – in the process of conducting research, as we learn from each other about 
the kinds of research we are doing and learn to use our research for transformation. I believe that 
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being courageous, honest, fair, and caring fulfills the educative criteria of authentic research. 
Authentic inquiry, which is based on a set of criteria originally proposed by Egon Guba and 
Yvonna Lincoln (1989) and later adopted by Ken Tobin (2006), address concerns of justice, 
power, and benefits in research. According to Alexakos (2017), authentic inquiry research does 
not refer to some hypothetical “true” form of inquiry, but instead is a framework for doing 
research. It is an interpretive, participant-centered inquiry, which is framed by hermeneutic 
phenomenology. Hermeneutic phenomenology, in turn, is a theoretical framework for 
conducting research where one learns the phenomena of what it like to be someone else, 
continuously exchanging information between the researcher and the participants (as the Greek 
God, Hermes, who moved swiftly between the world of man and the world of gods), whose 
roles, the researcher and the participants, become blurry.  
 As the educative criteria authentic research is satisfied by the inclusion of my students to 
be my coresearchers, I also believe that what they learn will have ripple effects throughout other 
and bigger structures other than our classroom (catalytic criteria). As I become more nuanced 
and specific on what I will be focusing in my own research, we want to benefit not just 
ourselves, but everyone who participates in the research (tactical criteria). In addition, as the 
process unfolds, my aim is to gain better understanding of my own ontology and my students’ 
ontology as they conduct their research and as I guide them in the process, hoping that process 
will shape and widen understanding about other worldviews and ways of being in the world. 
What else is out there will probably be seen down the road, which is why I leave it open in the 
beginning, so that I do not corner myself. However, there is a danger to grasp at too many straws 
as well. This scares me a little. Nevertheless, I will focus on issues at hand one-step at a time. 
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Delicate Equilibrium between Theory and Practice 
Learning about authentic inquiry as a theoretical framework, I feel the conflict between the 
theory and practice. Perhaps, to put it better, not the conflict, but a difficulty to make practice 
truly represent the theory. I believe that life is messy, because people are complicated, and 
relationships within the structures add obstacles and contradictions. However, without these 
obstacles and contradictions, there will probably be no reason to conduct research, assuming that 
life is predictable, reproductive, and is centered on the egalitarian ideals, where humans live in 
harmony with themselves and each other. These contradictions are seeds for transformation 
(Tobin, 2015). We need some serious transformation in many structures of our life (schools, 
higher education, politics, media, health, entertainment, technology) to make our lives better and 
in balance with all the living and nonliving things. The beauty of authentic inquiry is that it is 
collaborative work, and the task (to bring about positive transformation) becomes not just the 
task of the researcher, but also everyone’s task, which is how it should be.  
 What are our roles as researchers and educators? What is the role of education? Every 
educator and researcher asked himself or herself this question. The initial answers we come up 
with might be very idealistic. We want to change the world for the better, we want to make a 
difference, and we want to inspire others to learn. Socrates famously said that the unexamined 
life is not worth living (Plato, 1955). Many of us chose to become educators because we want to 
do our work well, because we want to make a difference, because we want to change our 
societies for the better.  
Meanwhile, as educators, we operate in structures (institutions) that do not give us the 
autonomy (strict curriculum), the space (safe spaces/equitable space), and even the time (with 
too much focus of content) to do it. We often must address multiple structural issues before we 
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even get to the point of teaching curriculum. I would argue that we are learning all the time even 
if the curriculum is not presented, therefore, we should be mindful of what, how, and for what 
purpose we are doing what we are doing. How we are being evaluated as we teach and conduct 
research interferes with the process, where it now becomes about the performance of a teacher or 
a researcher and no longer centered on the process of learning and the outcome of the students, 
or the process of research.  
Final Thoughts 
We will fail repeatedly and that should be expected and addressed as something to learn from. 
Moreover, we should keep going as we reach for the stars of the idealistic notions of teaching, 
researching and using authentic inquiry, and what we can be as humans. Most likely we will 
come up a little short, but that should not stop us from trying. Instead, that longing should be the 
driving engine behind our desire to learn, transform, and reach our full potential as human 
beings. As I engage in the practice of teaching and research, I feel that it should be our mantra 
(my mantra) to do our best and do it well. 
This dissertation is not written as a traditional research dissertation, but rather as a journal 
that captures my narratives about lived experiences – issues that emerged in my years as a PhD 
student, as an educator, as a mother, as a daughter, as a human being. This introductory chapter, 
Chapter 1, presents/represents both my personal and theoretical backgrounds as I gear up for 
research.  
Chapter 2 is the beginning of my research in my own classroom with graduate students 
who are early childhood educators. This was by far the hardest and longest chapter to write, as it 
took more than two years to complete and has included my own transformation over the years as 
a scholar, educator, researchers, and human being.  
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As I began working with my students – early childhood teachers – I created a heuristic 
for teachers | researchers as a tool to reflect on our practices. In addition to being students in a 
graduate classroom, these teachers conduct educational research in their own classrooms. A 
heuristic allowed for transformation in how teachers | researchers felt towards being researchers, 
as well as shifted their attitude about who can be a researcher. This work became Chapter 3.  
Chapter 4 emerged as a result of a life event for me as a mother, as my son went away to 
college. Separation from him was devastating for me at the time, and using arts-based research 
allowed me to understand my emotions and why I felt them so strongly.  
In the spring of 2020 a new event, this time of a global scale – the COVID-19 pandemic 
– urged me to capture my students’, as well as my own, narratives of living |teaching | learning 
through a pandemic. This became Chapter 5 of my dissertation. This chapter, too, emerged 
naturally and was not planned, as no one could predict a global pandemic happening on such a 
scale. Through writing a piece about a historical event, my coresearchers (my students) and I, 
aimed to understand what our new reality was and what roles we should play as educators, 
researchers, wives, mothers, and members of our community/society.  
Chapter 6 wraps up my journey as a PhD student as I reflect on the process and look to 
the future. I look back at how this work has shaped me as an individual and how it affected my 
relationships within my immediate circle – my husband, children, parents, brother, friends – and 
what I learn from the process on a larger scale as a member of an academic community. Another 
personal event – a cancer diagnosis for my mother – pushed me to get this work completed 
sooner rather than later. My letter to my mother wraps up the dissertation as an epilogue.  
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This thesis is not written in the style of a traditional dissertation. The chapters can be read 
together to form a narrative, but each chapter also stands alone and can be read independently, 



















CHAPTER 2- EARLY CHILDHOOD TEACHERS EMBRACING BEING 
TEACHERS | RESEARCHERS (A Set of Russian Nesting Dolls) 
Prelude – Russian Nesting Dolls 
When I was a little girl, I used to play with Russian nesting dolls, matryoshka. My set of the 
nesting dolls was not a very fancy one. It must have been in my family for some years. The 
pictures were faded and the wood had started to crack in some areas. It was a set of six dolls, all 
wearing different outfits for different seasons, with different images painted on their clothes: 
birds, flowers, berries, fall leaves, snowflakes. The tiniest of them wore a bright, solid red outfit, 
with no ornaments. She fit perfectly in my little hand as I would play with her. I spent time lining 
the dolls up, placing them in a circle as they “danced,” or playing hide and seek with them. I also 
liked to put them all back together when playtime was over. I felt that the smallest of them, in 
her bright red outfit, was very snug, hidden within each of the next five dolls, as if their invisible 
arms hugged her over and over again. I put one inside the other and studied each of them, as I 
would line up the pictures to have them closed properly.  
These are fond memories. The multiple layers of the nesting dolls have now become, for 
me, a metaphor for my research. I often feel that I am that tiny little nesting doll in the center of 
the set. Each of the other nesting dolls is a new level, a new system in which culture is created, 
recreated, and enacted through lived experiences, not as distinct or static as my dolls, but 
interpenetrating, dynamic and always in the process of becoming. William Sewell (2005) states 
that as willful, diverse, and unique as human beings are, we are profoundly shaped by culture as 
we ourselves shape culture. In the research I conduct, I study these multiple systems and how 
culture, in each of the levels and in the system as a whole, shapes individual experiences, and 
how these individual experiences help shape that culture. I investigate the lived experiences of 
participants and explore the hidden connections between these multiple levels. 
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Teacher | Researcher 
“Education would soon reach a static limit in each class, for only diversity makes change and 
progress” (Dewey, 1916, p. 86). 
 
In 1916, John Dewey wrote about the importance of change in a classroom as a way to create 
change in society. He wrote about diversity of stimulation, which, according to Dewey, leads to 
novelty that can ultimately challenge our thinking. Inviting teachers to conduct research in their 
own classrooms may not be a novel idea as many (Stenhouse cited in Rudduck & Hopkins, 1985; 
Kincheloe, 2003; Tobin, 2006; Alexakos, 2015; Wright-Chung, 2021) advocated for such work 
to support teachers, students, and educational research. In my experience of working with early 
childhood educators, who are often seen as the least qualified to conduct research even among 
educators, is an opportunity to challenge our ways of thinking about our practices as teachers, in 
this case early childhood teachers.  
Writing in the 1970s about a unique position of teachers who are already in a classroom, 
Lawrence Stenhouse argues that:  
Teachers are in charge of classrooms. From the point of view of the experimentalist, 
classrooms are the ideal laboratories for the testing of educational theory. From the point 
of view of the researcher who see interest lies in naturalistic observation, the teacher is a 
potential participant observer in classrooms and schools. From whatever standpoint we 
view research, we must find it difficult to deny that the teacher is surrounded by rich 
research opportunities. (cited in Rudduck & Hopkins, 1985, p. 15)  
According to Stenhouse, although the idea of a ‘teacher as researcher’ might be viewed as 
interesting and creative, the problem is that among researchers such a view of research (by 
teachers) is often viewed as unsuitable for scientific enquiry (Rudduck & Hopkins, 1985). 
Although research led by teachers has been accepted more readily since Stenhouse advocated for 
such work by teachers in 1970s, work done by early childhood educators has not been as 
prominent as work done by ‘teachers as researchers’ in the upper grades.  
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If not teachers themselves, who else can advocate for them with the same level of 
expertise gained through the work they do in their classrooms? When teachers begin advocating 
for themselves and their students as a result of conducting research in their classrooms, 
something else happens to them. Joe Kincheloe (2003) argues that once teachers begin doing 
research work, they gain something that transforms them as educators as well as researchers. He 
writes that if individuals in a workplace (in our case early childhood teachers in their classrooms) 
use their voice and demand a role in the production of knowledge, they begin to have a say in 
their workplace, without waiting for “experts” to use their authority. “In order to create their own 
knowledge, individuals must understand that such an endeavor is both important and possible” 
(Kincheloe, 2003, p. 23). Kincheloe goes on to say that teachers who are researchers are much 
more likely to notice the issues in their educational practices than nonresearching teachers. As an 
instructor of a course on educational research I also ponder how effectively I engage my students 
in the research process, since as Kincheloe (2003) notes, even when teachers have taken research 
courses, it is not a miracle solution to all the problems in education. Few, according to 
Kincheloe, recognize the relationship between their research experience and their lives as 
teachers (2003).  
Students in my graduate Introduction to Research in Early Childhood Education course, 
learn and are encouraged to become researchers in their own classrooms. Together we 
investigate what it means to be teachers as researchers in their work and in their lives. In this 
chapter, I explore how my students – early childhood educators – view their roles in their 
classrooms, as they take on the role of researchers. Such teacher research focuses on better 
understanding teaching and learning. Ken Tobin (2006) writes that research that focuses on what 
is learned is better aimed to create and sustain improved learning environments. Students as 
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researchers, according to Tobin (2006) provide for a way to obtain their perspectives on what is 
salient in terms of school, teaching, learning and myriad other issues. Once the foci for research 
have been identified, students as researchers, he argues, can provide insights into what is 
happening and why it is happening, in terms of patterns of coherence and contradictions.  
Being a researcher in my classroom allows students to produce, new culture that can 
transform their identities in many roles they play in and outside of classroom (Tobin, 2006). 
Teachers who are researchers learn to use their voices to identify inequity and to advocate for 
themselves and their students. 
Konstantinos Alexakos (2015) asks if teacher knowledge really does matter, then how 
should we go about investigating such? The answer is, Alexakos argues, in part, through inquiry 
as teacher | researchers.  The Sheffer stroke, as in “teacher | researcher,” expresses the dialectical 
relationship between the two constructs, which, as Alexakos asserts, presents mutually 
contingent and emergent characteristics.  
What is important is that teachers conducting such inquiry do so systematically and 
rigorously, are open to difference, and include the participants’ voices and interpretations 
in what is being learned, are honest in their stances, and disclose and are overt in every 
aspect of their research. (Alexakos, 2015, p. 3).  
As an instructor of the course, I invite my students to participate in my research in addition to 
their own work in their classrooms. They become my coresearchers as they contribute their 
perspectives and voices on what research process means to them. This is important, because, as 
Shequana Wright-Chung (2021) writes, we as teacher | researchers, have the power to ensure that 
participants are not silenced.  
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Authentic Inquiry (Beams of a Lighthouse) 
Authentic Inquiry 
My first time entering the doors at the City University of New York (CUNY) as an instructor of 
this course was during conspicuous times for early childhood education in New York City [in 
2017]. The newfound attention on early childhood teachers and educational facilities was due to 
a push from the local government for Pre-K for All programs to extend beyond 4-year-olds and 
include 3-year-olds as well. This placed additional demands on educators both in K-12 
classrooms and in higher education, where future teachers are prepared for the job.  
Ken Tobin (2014) writes that in order to create meaningful exchanges, respect and 
learning from difference need to be priorities. Each researcher and participant, brings to the 
research process their individual differences: differences in understanding (epistemological 
differences), differences in practice (ontological differences), and differences in valuing what is 
important, illuminated, and what is obscured (axiological differences). The goal of my research 
is to learn from the process of, and illuminate the struggles and victories that take place in 
conducting educational research using authentic inquiry as a framework through collaboration. 
The overarching goal of such a study was for everyone involved to transform their perspectives 
of what defines and constitutes educational research in the classroom. In addition, I aimed to 
better understand how teachers and students may be empowered to become researchers in their 
own work.  
Alexakos (2015) defines authentic inquiry research as a multilogical approach to research 
and education that informs and improves the quality of research in educational settings. 
According to Tobin (2014), authentic inquiry does not refer to some hypothetical “true” form of 
inquiry, but is a framework for doing research. Such a framework is interpretive, participant-
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centered, and framed by hermeneutic phenomenology (Alexakos, 2015). Hermeneutic 
phenomenology, in turn, is a theoretical framework for conducting research where one learns the 
phenomena of what it is like to take the role of the other, continuously exchanging information 
between the researcher and the participants.  
As developed by Tobin (2006), based on earlier work by Egon G. Guba and Yvonna S. 
Lincoln (1984), authentic inquiry research outlines the criteria for conducting educational 
research in a way that the research is inclusive of multiple perspectives, is transformative, 
holistic, and recursive. Ontological authenticity criteria ensure that the participants of this 
research project will be active participants and will become coresearchers. Educative authenticity 
criteria assume that researchers will have the opportunity to provide insight as well as receive it 
by being fully immersed in the research as both participants and researchers. Catalytic 
authenticity criteria outline that as a result of the research project, researchers will be able to 
offer larger implications. And tactical authenticity criteria reveal the benefits of the research 
project, which means that everyone involved gains advantage from participating in the research 
project. 
Authentic inquiry research is a useful tool and methodology that empowers the teacher 
and leads towards teacher professionalism (Alexakos, 2015). Meanwhile, Hugh Sockett’s 
practical wisdom (1987), as an ethical framework, presents moral guidelines that protect all 
participants of research. According to Alexakos (2015), the role of teacher | researcher can be to 
generate theory through practice. Theory generated by teacher | researcher is also used as a lens 
of exploring and understanding research conducted by early childhood educators in their own 
classrooms, as well as my own research conducted in the graduate classroom.  
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Positionality of a Teacher| Researcher 
My positionality, as an instructor of students, even though I see them as coresearchers, still 
assumes a position of power. Carolyne Ali-Khan (2016) reasons that as researchers we need to 
exercise caution about the triad of power, positionality, and vulnerability. Early childhood 
teachers who are conducting research in their own classroom assume a position of power as well. 
Our students, even as coresearchers, do not have the same level of power in the process of 
conducting research, no matter how much we may try to achieve that ideal. I also cannot foresee 
the unintended consequences of conducting research for the students, which puts them into a 
vulnerable state. Reflection is an important part of any research project and necessitates 
rethinking of the relationships between coresearchers. I encourage openly acknowledging and 
listening in light of concerns about power and powerlessness, positionality, and vulnerability. 
Our interpretation and understanding of what we experience is inevitably present in everything 
we do and is shaped by our epistemological, ontological, and axiological differences. Authentic 
inquiry is the framework that “steers my ship,” as the beams of the lighthouse steer a ship in the 
darkness of the night on the rough, open sea.  
My aim is to ensure that the process of conducting research is emergent as research 
happens and contingent on what is being learned (Alexakos, 2015). We, as researchers, are 
guided by what is illuminated (and also what is obscured by the dark), as we explore phenomena 
and pay close attention to what emerges out of the inquiry. Including participants as 
coresearchers is only one of the research methodologies used in this project. Adopting a 
hermeneutic-phenomenological perspective, as a stance, can be a way to learn about social life 
by understanding participants’ experiences in a social setting (Tobin, 2014). Including 
participants’ voices assists in making these experiences visible. Mikhail Bakhtin (2010) argues 
that in order to learn something about ourselves, we also must look at the other, reflecting on 
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ourselves through the eyes of another person. He writes about a plurality of consciousness, where 
there is never a single transcendent consciousness or truth, but multiple meaning systems 
polysemia, and multiple voices – polyphonia. In this project, graduate students in my classroom 
and I become other | self, as we become coresearchers. We reflect on each other’s experiences 
and learn from each other.  
The Purpose 
The purpose of conducting research is to become aware of, to understand, and, possibly, to find 
solutions for issues that exist. In such research, we seek to understand what is happening, why it 
is happening, and what else is there (Tobin, 2014). The solutions may seem minute and elusive, 
as the picture of social life is constantly changing. Yet, the ripple effects have the potential to 
shape the lives of many who are involved in the research process. For myself, as someone who is 
conducting research in a graduate class with early childhood educators, I learn about the work 
teachers are doing in their everyday lives as educators. They learn from me and I aim to learn 
from them. It is evident to me that, as they set out to explore issues that need investigation and 
exploration in their classrooms, they begin to feel that their work as educators is about making a 
difference in their students’ lives in a new way, not just by providing education, guidance and 
care, but also by investigating their own practices. They are there to educate their students, but 
they also think about methods that will help them facilitate children as active learners.  
Shifting Paradigms 
Undertaking research as an early childhood teacher or writing about the process of researching as 
I do in this paper is just the beginning of conducting inquiry in meaningful ways that shift the 
construction of knowledge. There is no magic trick or a quick solution that makes everything 
better as a result of taking a course on research and conducting inquiry in our own classrooms. 
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Thomas Kuhn (1970) writes about the work researchers/scientists do as the existing paradigm 
forces scientists to investigate some parts of life in detail and depth that would otherwise be 
unimaginable to understand without doing research. He states that paradigms are not only 
directed by nature/life as we know it but are also backed by the science that produces them. 
Kuhn ultimately urges scientists to break from the existing paradigms and create shifts that can 
lead to breakthroughs in science – creating a scientific revolution. In the example of the work I 
do with my students, the aim is to create a shift in how we see our practices, how teaching has 
been practiced so far, examining the existing status quo, which is often damaging for students 
and teachers alike. Questioning and examining is the first step in such a paradigm shift. The 
results are ongoing and present themselves both during and after the work takes place.  
The “Nesting” Doll System 
The “nesting” system begins with the research conducted in my graduate classroom, expanding 
to the next level where the graduate students become researchers in their early childhood 
classrooms. The dynamic interconnectedness between individuals—in each of these systems, 
levels, and between their social contexts, in which each participant enacts culture – are 
interrelated, and create a system of lived experience. Urie Bronfenbrenner (1981), in his 
bioecological system of development, used the word “ecology” to describe these systems (micro, 
meso, exo, macro, and chrono). In my work, similar to how Bronfenbrenner (1981) theorized, I 
see these systems as Russian nesting dolls.  
Teacher | Researcher 
In my first year of teaching the Introduction to Research in Early Childhood Education year long 
course, I struggled with making the decision of “choosing” the coresearchers. Throughout the 
two semesters that students worked with me on their research projects, I also shared with them 
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my research. I talked about my interest in exploring the different experiences of conducting 
educational research by participants who have different positions in social space. Eventually, I 
decided to open the invitation to everyone and see who would respond. Although many 
responded initially, in the end only a three – Ingrid, Robin, and Sally – contributed and continued 
to participate in my ongoing work. Alexakos (2015) writes about the components of teacher | 
researcher, suggesting that each participant’s experience is unique and worth investigating. 
Similarly, in my research I aim to benefit all of those who chose to participate. Once I decided to 
conduct research in my own classroom, I wanted to ensure that such research included more than 
just my voice.  
I initially had two participants, who read my work and contributed their voices. One of 
them, Ingrid, stayed with the project (I lost contact over time of the second one). In the second 
year of my teaching, I had three more volunteers, out of which two, Robin and Sally, are still part 
of this project. Thus, by the end of the project, three students—Ingrid, Robin, and Sally— had 
contributed their work and had become my coresearchers in the process. All three had very 
interesting, yet different, approaches to conducting research. All worked in an early childhood 
setting – yet the settings were very different from one another – and all were extraordinary 
scholars. 
 We, the Coresearchers 
Using the hermeneutic-phenomenological approach of understanding the experiences of the 
coresearchers in this project, I introduce Ingrid, Robin, and Sally and provide them the space to 
share about their experience.  
Ingrid 
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Ingrid conducts research in a third-grade classroom, where she observes that many students and 
educators have negative feelings and attitudes towards learning mathematics. Shequana Wright 
(2020) argues that it is important to look at more than just the content of the subject, but also at 
students’ and teachers’ values, emotions, and previous experiences on the subject, arguing that 
they are interdependent with how the subject is taught and learned in that context. Ingrid 
explores the connections between teachers’ and students’ attitudes towards mathematics by 
exploring motivation in learning mathematics in bilingual education. I asked the students who 
became my coresearchers to reflect on what it means for them to step into their classroom in a 
role of educational researchers. 
Ingrid’s views on being a researcher in her classroom: When we as teachers become 
researchers, we open up to a world of possibilities. We study young lives by observing them, 
analyzing their actions and reactions in the midst of understanding the “why” of things. We 
research practices to gain different perspectives as to what should be taught and how it should 
be done. We start with an idea; something that we want to get better at, or something that we 
desire to develop better comprehension of. And we move forward with research, with the hopes 
of discovering new things that will lead us to become improved educators. 
 
Robin 
Robin explores implementing a practice of using teddy bears (stuffed animals) in the classroom 
with the intention of cradling the children within the supportive care of the classroom. Her work 
aims to promote positive emotional and pro-social development. As a pre-kindergarten teacher, 
Robin serves as a catalyst for these toys to become instruments for teaching through play with 
very young children. The bears act as transitional objects that provide comfort and stability in 
development of social-emotional regulation and pro-social behavior, thus contributing to overall 
school readiness. Robin’s personal devotion to this project was motivated by the loss of her 
mother and associating the absence of her mother with the absent feelings a child may 
experience when not with their primary caregiver within the confines of the classroom. In 
holding onto a blanket, or in this case a teddy bear, the transitional object that is often soothing to 
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a young child and may continue to soothe into adulthood, offers one a resting place, as described 
by Winnicott (1953). Therefore, this feeling of loss allows Robin to connect to her students who 
are separating from their caregivers. Such separation can be overwhelming, and a soft object, a 
teddy bear, or a blanket can provide a powerful place where the inner reality of an individual and 
the outer life overlap, and where an intermediate space provides a place to rest.  
Robin’s views on being a researcher in her classroom: Research based analysis in the 
classroom aids in driving instruction. When reflecting on the data cycle, research also 
enables one to observe the relationships & behaviors of the participants to accommodate the 
learning environment to be more responsive to the individual needs of each student. The goal 
of implementing research-based practices within my classroom is intentionally designed to 
help children develop greater competencies in social-emotional and cognitive domains. 
Utilizing qualitative & quantitative research in the classroom provides concrete evidence to 
support “best” practices within the classroom that aligns with Developmentally Appropriate 
Practice (DAP). Over time, data collected within the classroom further reinforces and 
confirms why research is a necessary tool in education as it demonstrates what works! 
 
Sally 
Sally, a teacher who self identifies as a person of color and who has gone through the public 
education system in New York City, states that she believes there is value in talking about race at 
an early age. Children, according to Sally, should be exposed to the different terms in anti-racism 
and multicultural education in order for all children to learn to be empathetic towards one 
another. In Sally’s third grade class, they speak as a community about their identities and then 
explore the perspectives of different people. The most rewarding part of these learning 
experiences, Sally describes, is being able to hear the students who are uncomfortable talking 
about these topics and would often not want to dig deep or share vulnerable stories. One such 
example was a conversation about the color of Band-Aids and why they are typically a pinkish-
beige color. As students were returning from a school trip and someone in class was in need of a 
Band-Aid, a student of color asked Sally why Band-Aids were that color. Sally used this 
opportunity to begin a conversation with her students that was emotionally charged and 
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revelatory. White students shared how they never thought about the color of Band-Aids, while 
students of color shared how it made them feel to have skin color that did not match the brand’s 
products. This is an ongoing conversation project, Sally shares, with the aim for all children to 
benefit from the process. Sally’s students share that they feel like they are able to talk about race 
even though many grown-ups tell them that they are too young to talk about such issues. Sally’s 
students also say that they feel it is not them who have a problem with these conversations, but 
the adults who must find the courage to listen to others’ perspectives. For example, parents of a 
white child contacted Sally after the Band-Aid conversation, asking her not to have such 
conversations with her daughter present.  
Sally’s views on being a researcher in her classroom: Research based analysis in the 
classroom aids in driving instruction. When reflecting on the data cycle, research also 
enables one to observe the relationships & behaviors of the participants to accommodate the 
learning environment to be more responsive to the individual needs of each student. The goal 
of implementing research-based practices within my classroom is intentionally designed to 
help children develop greater competencies in social-emotional and cognitive domains. 
Utilizing qualitative & quantitative research in the classroom provides concrete evidence to 
support “best” practices within the classroom that aligns with Developmentally Appropriate 
Practice (DAP). Over time, data collected within the classroom further reinforces and 
confirms why research is a necessary tool in education as it demonstrates what works! 
 
The Multiple Layers 
The multiple layers of being a teacher | researcher begin to be seen with time, as students send 
me updates on their ongoing work. There are visible effects. There are also invisible effects that 
might be more powerful and long lasting. Think about a young child who struggles with math 
but is allowed to speak about their feelings toward math in the classroom, where the teachers 
hear them out and acknowledge their feelings. Such conversations have the potential of being a 
turning point for both the educator and the student. Think about a young child who struggles to 
say goodbye to their parent every morning and is greeted with kindness and understanding and is 
given tools to let their feelings be recognized as important and valuable. Or, think about a student 
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of color who is given a voice in a classroom to talk about their experiences and is being listened 
to and validated by both their teacher and their fellow students. Think about a white child who 
listens to the student of color. Both encouraged by the teacher to be kind, empathetic, respectful, 
and open-minded. I strongly believe that educators who are given the opportunity to conduct 
inquiry in their own classrooms can make a huge difference in their own teaching that makes a 
powerful and positive difference in their students’ lives. In such research, I see my work as no 
longer at the center of the Russian nesting doll, but in every layer, from the very tiny doll in the 
center, to the biggest doll that cradles them inside.  
Nesting Dolls 
The multiple nesting dolls are also represented in how we learn from each other in such work. I 
am there to guide my students in their research work and as their research projects unfold. As I 
support and guide them, I also learn from them. I become aware about what issues students 
choose to investigate in their classrooms, how they approach doing their work so that it is 
meaningful – learning from the process every step of the way. We share our work with each 
other in class during peer work, peer discussions, group work, and presentations. In this process, 
we learn about the challenges and victories of each research project. As I write my chapters 
about work with my students, I share my drafts with students as well. I encourage them to 
provide feedback, suggestions, and add their voices along the way. 
Each research project that a student undertakes affects me as a researcher and as a human 
being, at least to some degree. The three coresearchers in this chapter have the most effect on 
me, as they chose to become coresearchers and as their projects and their work frames my own 
understanding of the teaching | researching process – shifting my ontological stance – 
constructing a new understanding, and, ideally, shifting their ontological stance as well. As we 
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aim to learn from each other’s projects along the way – the educative criteria of authentic inquiry 
– I am aware of how important it is to have such research work benefit everyone involved and 
not just me as one of the authors of the chapter. And although my voice is the strongest in the 
chapter, I strive to include the voices of my students as much as they want in order to create 
polyphonia, as in a musical piece by Johann Sebastian Bach, where voices weave together to 
create a masterful and complex tale.  
Ongoing 
The process of being teacher | researcher is ongoing for me and for my students, but also for the 
children who are in their classrooms. As Ingrid explores emotions towards math in herself, her 
colleagues, and her students, it helps her frame her own teaching in a new way. She pays 
attention to her own attitudes towards teaching a subject even as she engages her students in 
talking about such attitudes as well. As Robin deals with her personal loss, she recognizes the 
strong feelings that her students have in separating with their caregivers as they first enter her 
classroom. As Sally talks with children about race, she gives voice to children of color who, like 
her, often go through a public-school education without being given much opportunity to speak 
up and to be heard. Her work aims to give agency to her students and to include everyone in 
conversations about race.  
Lessons Learned (the little red nesting doll in the center) 
Using the nesting dolls metaphor, I can see now that the little red doll from my childhood memories 
in the middle of all the nesting dolls becomes a lesson each of us learns as we do the work of 
reflexivity (Bourdieu, 1986) and learn to understand what our practices as teachers and researchers 
are. For each of us who participated in this project, this lesson was different, yet important, to 
reflect on. Reflexivity, according to Bourdieu, is a necessary tool for systematic exploration of 
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practices. Understanding a lesson each of us takes away for our future teaching and researching 
practices is an important step in transformative work. Alexakos (2015) adds that reflexivity affords 
action because as teachers | researchers become more aware, they have the opportunity to change 
to a more desired path. I asked my coresearchers to reflect on what these lessons were for them.  
Ingrid’s reflection on the lessons she learned: I learned that the research process never ends. 
Even when data is collected for a period and with a purpose, the data most likely will change 
and we might need to continue with the research process. With that said, there is always 
room for conducting more research to find valuable information that will be useful because 
even though we are teachers, we are also ongoing learners. Conducting research is like a 
cycle because when something is found that something might lead to conduct a deeper 
research about the topic. When I started to conduct my first research, I honestly felt kind of 
lost. But as I went on with the project, I got the hang of it and all the pieces were slowly 
coming together. 
 
Robin’s reflection on the lessons she learned: The goal of the intervention conducted within 
my classroom was to help children develop greater competencies within social-emotional and 
cognitive domains, the work reinforced my own practice to be more reflective of the data 
process and use its analysis to inform instruction. Qualitative evidence further revealed an 
environment which cradled the teacher-child relationships where over time, the feeling of 
loss and longing in the absence of one’s caregiver did not disappear, rather positive 
interactions overlapped and acted as a catalyst to support a continued trajectory of 
adjustment. The classroom research provided and served as a therapeutic intervention for all 
participants. 
 
Sally’s reflection on the lessons she learned: As I continue my work on being anti-racist, as 
well as setting my class to explore what it means to be anti-racist, I have learned that it is the 
smallest things that make a difference. As a class community we are constantly reminding 
each other that we are all growing and learning each day. It is the small details that cause a 
ripple effect. Students being able to have the space to say openly, “So, I think this might have 
been racist… What do you think?” allows us all to think together and problem solve when 
often these conversations are treated as taboos and have a stigma. This year unlike the 
previous years of me teaching have allowed for some amazing things to occur as far as being 
able to have conversations on antiracist work going back to my student’s adults and them 
being able to listen even if they are not participating in the conversation. I am understanding 
more and more how being uncomfortable with not having the answers is what holds adults 
from being open to having conversations on race. It has been liberating to continue this work 
and having the time to reflect with my students, their families and my student teachers. My 
student-teachers are undergrad students who have shared that the thought of having anti-
racist conversations was intimidating. My hope is that teachers are passionate about the topic 
that they research and not let themselves get defeated by the different “bumps in the road” 
that can happen. It is important to pick a topic that will continue to help our society evolve 
and make progress to equity.  
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My Own Lessons 
Upon reflection, I see that the lessons I take away from the process of conducting research with 
early childhood teachers are multifaceted for me as well, just as they are for my coresearchers. 
Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1990) write that, 
There is little disagreement that teachers who engage in self-directed inquiry about their 
own work in classrooms find the process intellectually satisfying, they testify to the 
power of their own research to help them understand and transform their teaching 
practices. (p. 8).  
All three of my coresearchers, Ingrid, Robin, and Sally, shared some version of feeling 
intellectually satisfied and learning from the research process in a way that transformed their 
teaching practice. This is also true for me – as I conducted research with Ingrid, Robin, and 
Sally, I learned from our experiences and transformed my teaching and researching processes. 
There is also a problematic issue between academic research and teacher research, and in the 
process of conducting research with my students, who are teachers, I attempt to address 
controversial issues of voice, power, ownership, status, and role in the broad educational 
community (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1990). Ultimately, I see hermeneutic phenomenology and 
reflexivity as processes that are very important to me. From coresearching with teachers, I first 
and foremost learn what it is like for them to be educators in each of their classrooms 
(hermeneutic phenomenology), what struggles and victories they face daily, and how research in 
their own classrooms can support their work. This is done through the process of reflexivity 
(Bourdieu, 1986), which serves as a tool for systematic exploration of our practices. Cochran-
Smith and Lytle (1990) point out that there are no simple ways to create systemic supports for 
teacher research. With coresearch work with my students, I aimed to encourage teacher 
autonomy and initiative throughout the research process. As I “stare at the smallest nesting doll 
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at the center” I realize that my lessons are ongoing and evolving – and so is the work that 
educators do daily.  
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CHAPTER 3- HEURISTIC AS A TOOL FOR CONDUCTING REFLEXIVE 
EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH5  
Vignette 
I am on the train going home from Brooklyn College. It’s a long commute that allows me to reflect 
on my teaching. The class I teach begins at 6:05 pm on a Monday evening. My students are 
graduate students in early childhood education. Typically, they are women. This particular class 
has 21 students who identify as women, 19 of them are teachers. Some of them are teachers in a 
public school, some of them are private teachers in a Pre-K setting. All of them get up very early 
in the morning (I sometimes get emails from them at 4 am). They spend their day with young 
children, caring for them, loving them, but also teaching them, challenging them, differentiating 
the kinds of instruction they provide for them, and working with parents, colleagues, and 
administrators. In our second meeting of the spring semester I asked them, “Why did you choose 
to be an early childhood educator?” They talked about children and how they love being around 
them. They shared how wonderful it is to see them grow and learn. They confessed about their 
own experiences when they were young and how they want to be a different kind of educator to 
other children. This is what they shared. 
Being a Teacher Makes me Happy 
Celene: Honestly, kids are much nicer than adults. There is no way I am going to spend my 
whole career with a bunch of adults.  
 
Maria: They are like sponges and they are so eager! They make me happy! 
 
Homowattie: I love children! You get to build a personal connection. I love what I do! 
 
 
5 Chapter 3 previously appeared in Malyukova, A. (2021). Heuristic as a tool for conducting responsive educational 
research. In K. Tobin & K. Alexakos (Eds.), Transforming learning and teaching: Heuristics for educative and 




Latoya: I love being around kids. When I am able to teach something to a child, it makes me 
very happy. 
 
Olivia: I love working with young children because of their optimism and lack of filter. 
 
Mary: The passion was not there in other professions I have had. But this is what I love to do! 
Thinking About the Future 
Angelica: It’s because I want to change the world. In order to change the future, you’ve got 
to educate our present. And you’ve got to start with the youngest children. 
Being a Different Kind of Educator 
Fatima: As a child myself I did not have positive teachers. As a child who did not speak 
English, I was desperate to get help, but did not. I want to be another kind of teacher. I want 
to be loving, kind, understanding, embracing different children. 
 
Ashley: I never had a great home life as a kid, so school was always my escape. I went to 
school even when I had a fever, because I wanted to get out of the house. I never got the 
emotional connection at school that I needed. So, when I was growing up, I wanted to be a 
teacher who creates such a haven for children who needed it. 
Young Children are Special 
Rubia: It’s more of an emotional connection for me. They feel everything in the world and it 
reminds me not to put up this front and to really feel things and understand that everyone has 
their own perspective and has their own way. 
 
Gabrielle: The most rewarding age. Little children are a lot more capable than most people 
think and it is incredible to show children and parents that they can do a lot!” 
These are passionate educators. They love what they do. They also love children. They want to do 
meaningful work regardless of restraints put on them by the educational system. In the evenings 
they come to a graduate classroom. I get to meet them and spend two semesters with them. They 
take an Introduction to Educational Research course with me as their instructor. They write a 
thesis as a final project. They often feel scared and frustrated. They share with me that they don’t 
believe they can do research and become researchers. Some of them doubt they have anything of 
value to say. Conducting research is difficult. I think many of us can relate. Too often we feel 
 41 
scared and frustrated as researchers, believing that it is all a big mistake that we are doing research 
(speaking for myself here). But early childhood teachers, I believe, are different. They are the most 
underappreciated, underpaid, undervalued among educators and among educational researchers. 
The work they do is often seen by outsiders as equivalent to babysitting or simply providing care 
for young children. Having seen the kind of work, expertise, and dedication they bring into their 
classroom, I know it is so much more. 
How Teachers Feel About Doing Research 
How we feel about doing the work such as research matters as it sets us up with an attitude towards 
our work. When I asked my students to share their views on 
conducting research, they shared statements like, “Research 
is hard!” “I don’t know if I can be a researcher...” “I don’t 
have what it takes to write a research paper!” The majority 
of my students expressed emotions such as fear, frustration, 
and worry when it came to taking the course and undertaking a two-semester-long research 
process. Together we spent time during the semester discussing our attitudes towards conducting 
research, the goals and purposes of research, challenges of conducting research, as well as its 
benefits. Initially, we had to address strong emotions, such as fear and worry, that the teachers | 
researchers discussed with me and with each other, towards becoming researchers. “What if my 
work is not meaningful?” one student queried. “I am afraid that I will not do it right,” another 
expressed. “Who wants to see what I have to tell?” was a question asked by a third student. These 
statements/questions illustrate how the beliefs these early childhood teachers have towards their 
expertise are deeply rooted in prejudice that exists in our society against early childhood teachers. 
Oftentimes, these statements reveal how little they value their own work.  
I use the Sheffer stroke, as in 
“teachers | researchers,” to express the 
dialectical relationship between the 
two constructs, which, as 
Konstantinos Alexakos states (2015), 
present mutually contingent and 
emergent characteristics, which 
mediate and are mediated by the other. 
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A heuristic on research (Appendix 1) develops a mindset of a “researcher”, engendering 
the idea of conducting reflexive educational research by early childhood teachers. I am adapting 
Shequana Wright’s (2020) responsive math teaching to create a reflexive educational research 
model. I define reflexive educational research as research conducted by teachers | researchers who 
become more aware of their attitudes towards conducting educational research, who make 
meaning of what they observe in their classroom, who are reflexive to those involved in the 
research process, learning while also educating everyone involved in the process.  
As a teacher | researcher, I investigate how using a heuristic on doing research can be a 
tool to support early childhood teachers, who already do brave, hard, intricate work in their 
classroom. While these teachers are often seen as those who provide care for young children, they 
are generally not expected to conduct high quality research. The skills that early childhood teachers 
possess – such as being supportive, patient, eager to spend time playing with young children – are 
largely considered to be requirements for early childhood teachers. Yet, these same skills are often 
seen as antithetical to disembodied, analytical thoughts, which are typically associated with 
empirical research. I build on Wright’s (2020) work and suggest that using a heuristic on research 
gives teachers an opportunity to reflect on their own work. Reflexive educational research begins 
with how early childhood teachers view their work. In turn, such research can potentially benefit 
those involved in the research process, as well as those with whom we work, students and 
colleagues. These benefits are extended to others in a ripple effect. Thus, reflexive educational 
research becomes an inherently empowering process for all.  
Heuristic and Reflexive Educational Research 
A heuristic is a tool (Powietrzyńska, Tobin, & Alexakos, 2015) that can support early childhood 
teachers in the process of conducting educational research, specifically reflexive educational 
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research. Albert Bandura and Forest Jourden (1991) discuss a teacher’s self-efficacy as a mediator 
of teacher behavior and practice. A heuristic on research is a tool that allows for early childhood 
teachers to reflect and transform their practices, emotions and feelings as researchers. It provides 
ideas on how to change responses to specific emotions when change becomes desirable.  
Another role of a heuristic is that of a tool for intervention or investigation (Alexakos, 
2015). Early childhood teachers can use it to reflect on their roles as researchers through 
characteristics formulated from best practices. As an investigation, a heuristic can be used to 
explore how strongly an individual feels about a specific construct or individual characteristic and 
makes meaning of what it is and why it is happening. 






Fig. 1. Characteristic #1 of a heuristic on research from the Appendix 1 
Konstantinos Alexakos (2015) asserts that heuristics are tools that help teachers | students | 
researchers explore, focus, and raise awareness within a specific context. A heuristic includes an 
overall idea to reflect on in a form of statements that allow one to consider ways to engage in each 
construct. The rating scale is used to determine how often or seldom an individual believes they 
have engaged in the characteristic. The rating scale, which appears similar, but is not, to a survey, 
can be used to see changes over time. A comments section allows for notes/narratives about the 
meaning of the construct. Malgorzata Powietrzyńska (2014) proposes that the use of heuristics 
affords change in practice by mediating reflexivity. In designing the reflexive educational research 
heuristic, I included characteristics that encouraged teachers to reflect on the emotions they felt as 
they engaged in educational research and the intentions of research. 
I strive to learn from conducting research in my classroom. 
 
5: Always/Very often; 4: Often; 3: Sometimes; 2: Seldom; 1: Never/rarely 
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Why Early Childhood Educators? 
Early childhood educators are often the least appreciated, compensated, or considered to be 
knowledgeable (Hester, Bridges & Rollins, 2020; Deutsch & Riffin, 2013). Many see early 
childhood educators as babysitters who wipe children’s noses, 
change diapers, sing songs, and play with young children. Early 
childhood educators are also predominantly women and often are 
women of color. At the same time, there are schools of thought in 
early childhood education that support the work of teachers and 
argue that the work early childhood teachers do is complex, 
intricate, evaluative and often resembles research. Reggio Emilia is 
an approach in educational philosophy and pedagogy focused on preschool and primary education 
(Rinaldi, 2004). Research is a concept that underpins all activity of Reggio Emilia educators. For 
those who follow Reggio Emilia’s approach, teachers’ work is aimed at generating new ideas, 
thoughts, and projects closely linked to their classroom world. From such a perspective, research 
can be considered a way of thinking. Carlina Rinaldi (2004) argues that in the process where 
teachers make listening and recording central to their practice, they become researchers. 
Vivian Gussin Paley (1986) writes about her work with young children, where her 
everyday teaching was a daily search for the child’s point of view. Paley stated that she realized 
that such work was, in fact, research, and it provided an open-ended script from which to observe, 
interpret, and integrate the life in the classroom. Paley writes about how her path to realization 
was, itself, research that allowed her to understand and transform her educational practices. Recent 
preschool pedagogical research in Sweden (Nilsson et al., 2018), describes and illustrates a 
framework for future research studies to be conducted by early childhood educators, as they are 
already in the classroom and because of the kind of work they already do with young children. 
Reggio Emilia is an 
educational model developed 
by Loris Malaguzzi at Reggio 
Emilia, town in Italy. It can 
be understood as a 
philosophical approach which 
is focused on listening and 
respecting children and their 
potential by witnessing their 
actions towards reformulating 
everyday practices, ideas and 
projects.  
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Vygotsky influenced Paley’s earlier work, and, as such, it is about doing research from 
within, with teachers doing the work that already resembles research – observing, interpreting, and 
questioning everyday practices. The work of early childhood educators becomes an encounter 
between the academy and the preschool, and further emphasizes the work of teachers as 
researchers, who, when they listen carefully and respectfully to their students, consequently 
include the students in their research process. Children, in turn, become heard by academia in a 
way that could potentially frame the whole educational field and future practice. The ripple effects 
are vast, as inclusion of children’s voices can eventually influence the lives of many by reshaping 
the classroom world, and the world of educational research.  
Reflecting on our own Attitudes 
“Here is my secret. It’s quite simple: One sees clearly only with the heart. Anything 
essential is invisible to the eyes” (De Saint-Exupéry, 2000, p. 63). 
Reflexive educational research begins by teachers | researchers reflecting on their own attitudes 
towards conducting educational research. Wright (2021) theorizes about reflexive math teaching 
and how, in order to interrupt the cycle of displacing the fear of math from teacher to student, she 
engaged preservice teachers in reflexive practices that allowed them to understand their own 
attitudes and emotions towards math. She argues that some of these emotions and attitudes were 
hindering them from exploring the subject of math. In her work, she developed strategies with 
preservice teachers that guided them to respond to the mathematical needs of their students. I argue 
that reflexive practices, such as a heuristic on research, provide an opportunity for early childhood 
teachers to become more aware of, and ultimately change, how they feel about educational research 
and how they approach it. Similar to how teachers’ negative attitudes towards math can be shifted 
from teacher to student, teachers’ attitudes towards their own intellectual capabilities to conduct 
 46 
investigative work can be shifted from teachers to students as well. Disrupting such a pattern of 
negative attitude towards oneself is needed to make a shift that extends beyond the classroom.  
Authentic Inquiry in Reflexive Educational Research 
Many of the early childhood teachers in my classroom have years of teaching experience. This 
experience often guides them to carry out daily routines that are framed to make the lives of young 
children in a school setting meaningful, positive, and transformative. Teachers, as I have seen in 
my own experiences, often choose their profession because they view it as something they feel a 
need to do, whether because they love children or because they want to make a difference, as seen 
in comments from my students. Teaching, then, involves addressing the needs of young children, 
but often also the needs of teachers themselves. 
Educational research generally has the same 
goals – making education better for teachers and 
students alike – but, regardless of the 
methodologies used, this research is often 
conducted by outsiders. Alexakos (2015) states 
that research done by teachers using theoretical 
foundations, such as authentic inquiry, offers a 
unique view from inside the classroom and, thus, 
maximizes the contributions of researchers, especially those who are not teachers. A heuristic on 
research is a tool that fits into an authentic inquiry model, as it allows teachers to address each of 
the criteria of authentic inquiry. I look at how educators (early childhood teachers, as well as 
myself), through the use of a heuristic on research, engage in reflexive educational research by (1) 
reflecting on our own attitudes toward conducting research, which addresses the ontological 
As developed by Ken Tobin (2006), based on Egon 
G. Guba and Yvonna S. Lincoln’s (1984) earlier 
work, authentic inquiry research outlines the criteria 
for conducting educational research in a way that 
such research includes multiple perspectives, is 
transformative, holistic and recursive. Ontological 
authenticity criteria ensure that the participants of the 
research project are active participants and become 
the coresearchers. Educative authenticity criteria 
assume that researchers allow for opportunities to 
provide insight as well as receive it by being fully 
immersed in the research. Catalytic authenticity 
criteria outline that as a result of the research project, 
researchers are able to offer larger implications. And 
tactical authenticity criteria are about the benefits of 
the research project, which means that everyone 
involved gains advantage from participating in the 
research project.  
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criteria, (2) making meaning of what we observe – catalytic criteria, (3) being responsive to 
everyone involved – tactical criteria, and (4) educating everyone involved in the process – 
educative criteria of authentic inquiry (Tobin, 2006).  
Relations Ontology in Reflexive Educational Research 
The work early childhood teachers do as researchers is unique in how it becomes part of the whole 
process of development that takes place in a classroom, and is not a separate entity (such as an 
outside researcher coming in to observe the classroom as part of a research process might be). 
Expanding on Vygotsky’s view on relational ontology, Anna Stetsenko (2016) writes that at its 
very core is the idea that development is a relational process that connects individuals and the 
world, which, in turn, breaks down the divide between subject and object, the knower and the 
known. Development is understood as a “contextually embedded process of fully embodied 
organisms acting in their world” (Stetsenko, 2016, p. 154). Teachers who are doing educational 
research in their own classrooms present an example of relational ontology, where those involved 
in the process – teachers and students alike – develop, through the process of conducting research, 
a new way of understanding the world, where the knower and the known, the subject and the object 
of research, are part of a whole. Through the use of a heuristic on research, teachers have a tool to 
conduct research/inquiry with greater awareness and presence. Such a heuristic allows for a 
process of reflexivity, that begins with Pierre Bourdieu’s (1986) radical doubt. Radical doubt is a 
process of calling into question existing ways of thinking, with respect to conventions and 
conformism. Radical doubt is a sociological critique, recalling the social conditions of 
philosophical activity. 
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Radical Doubt in Reflexive Education Research 
Imagine I was to present to you three professions: an early childhood teacher, a professor, and a 
researcher. Close your eyes and try to see these three people. Who are they? Are they male or 
female? Are they white or people of color? Young or old? Many might think of the teacher as a 
young woman, possibly a person of color. Maybe the researcher appears to them as a white male. 
Regardless of what you imagined, chances are you had a relatively clear picture in your mind of 
what you believe the expectation is for each of these roles. As argued by Bourdieu (1986) these 
biases blur the sociological gaze. Early childhood teachers often have ideas about who should be 
a researcher. Persistent prejudice against early childhood teachers is common in our society. 
Reflexivity becomes a necessary tool to change such perceptions, where systematic exploration of 
“unthought categories of thought which delimit the thinkable and predetermine the thought” takes 
place (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 40). I argue that we need to engage in examining why we 
think the way that we do, and consider how such thinking shapes our future thoughts. To break the 
cycle of biases clouding our sociological gaze, we need to engage in a process of radical doubt. 
Bourdieu (1986) writes: 
The context of a scientific object requires first and foremost a break with common sense, that 
is, with the representations shared by all, whether they be the mere commonplaces of ordinary 
existence or official representations, often inscribed in institutions and thus present both in 
the objectivity of social organizations and in the minds of participants. (p. 235) 
We need to have a radical doubt about who we view to be researchers. First, we recognize and 
break the established prejudice against early childhood teachers that has been internalized by so 
many in our society, including early childhood teachers themselves. Second, we construct a new 
view on teachers | researchers. Reflexivity guides the practical carrying out of social inquiry, as it 
allows for early childhood teachers to view the process of conducting research differently from 
what they have previously thought about research. Alexakos (2015) adds that reflexivity affords 
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action because as teachers | researchers become more aware, they have the opportunity to change 
to a more desired path. It is important to explore students’ emotions in this process of conducting 
educational research.  
Making Meaning of What We Observe 
Understanding our emotions is crucial in becoming a reflexive educational researcher. 
Powietrzyńska et al. (2015) assert that we often become blind to our emotions and those of others. 
When we are unable or unwilling to notice or care about the pain around us, we might walk past 
people in need. Emotions shape how we approach any given task. If we feel fearful about the work 
ahead, this fear may hold us back from doing the work. In contrast, if we feel confident, our 
confidence will propel us in the work we do. Different emotions may similarly shape the quality 
of our work. Moreover, we often are unaware of our emotions or where they come from. I argue 
that we need to reflect, become aware, learn about why we are feeling the way we do, in order to 
transform. Using a heuristic on research allows for such a reflection on the emotions we have 
towards conducting research.  
In my experience, many feel fear and frustration when first starting out the process of 
research. Individuals from a variety of fields can relate to such a sentiment. It is important to point 
out that early childhood teachers, even among educators, are often seen as the least capable of 
being researchers. This means that emotions like fear and frustration are not really surprising, yet, 
they are there. And they, too, are in the way of engaging in research in a more productive way, just 
as are our attitudes towards our own roles as researchers. 
Discussion on The Heuristic on Research (Learning from Each Other) 
Following individual reflection on a heuristic on research, discussing emotions in a group allows 
for opportunities of discourse and collective reflection. During this discussion we engaged in 
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cogenerative dialogue (Tobin & Roth, 2005). Cogenerative dialogue, or cogen, is a strategy 
developed by Wolff-Michael Roth and Ken Tobin (Tobin & Roth, 2005) that brings about more 
equitable interactions among participants. Because learning is a social activity, as argued by Lev 
Vygotsky (1986), we learn from each other and with each other. Vygotsky writes, as cited by Lloyd 
Rieber and Rhonda Robinson (2003), that:  
Understanding the words of others also requires understanding their thoughts. And even this 
is incomplete without understanding their motives or why they expressed their thoughts. In 
precisely this sense we complete the psychological analysis of any expression only when we 
reveal the most secret internal plane of verbal thinking – its motivation. (p. 108) 
As we interact with each other, sharing a physical and intellectual space, and as we discuss our 
different points of view, we begin to reveal our inner thoughts and our motivation. Through 
discussions, we learn the inner thoughts and motivations of others. Group conversations and 
cogens allow for change individually and collectively – dialectically and inseparably linking our 
change to social interactions between ourselves and others.  
Once an emotion is voiced by one individual, some of us may feel that it resonates with us 
as well. (And if the emotions did not resonate with us, that is important too.) For example, after 
the review of the heuristic on research, Mary shared that she felt worried about engaging in 
research in her classroom. Many others shook their heads in agreement. Sarah stated that she was 
feeling curious and excited, which also elicited a reaction from classmates. Hearing multiple views 
on the topic of conducting research gave us an opportunity to express, reflect, recognize 
differences, process this information, and expand our view on the matter. Researchers may need 
to hear that others feel the same way. Hearing that someone else experiences similar emotions 
makes us feel more comfortable. However, it is also important to hear different points of view 
(Tobin, 2009). This process of reflection and discussion expands our perspective by shifting our 
ontological view, our view on how we live in the world. In this particular case, it shifts our 
 51 
ontological view on how we feel about conducting educational research. Understanding emotions 
thus becomes an important part of that process.  
Emotions, What Are They? 
Once emotions have been identified, we can use the information provided to move us forward as 
researchers, instead of hindering the process. Jonathan Turner (2002) claims that recognizing, 
understanding, and mediating emotions (in ourselves and in others), are very important to learning 
and transforming. Moreover, even the most recognizable emotions, like happiness or anger, fear 
or frustration, are not the same in different individuals, different circumstances, or different 
contexts.  
Giovanni Frazzetto (2013) takes a different view at the spectrum of emotions than Turner. 
He investigates emotions from different perspectives, including physiology, genetics, history, art 
and philosophy. The goal, according to him, is to understand emotions and make sense of them in 
a physiological, emotional, and social sense. Frazzetto argues that with joy and fear at the opposite 
ends of the spectrum of emotions, there is an “emotional rainbow of positive and negative 
emotions” (p. 31). In any setting, including research settings, participants will inevitably 
experience this bricolage of emotions. Even though many consider empathy, joy, laughter, 
curiosity, and hope to be positive emotions and, anger, guilt, shame, regret, fear, and grief to be 
negative, it is important, Frazzetto claims, to break the bifurcated system of negative and positive 
emotions. Our emotions and how our brain responds to emotions can be transformed as well. 
Richard Davidson’s (2012) work tells us that emotions are an embodied form of mental activity. 
He suggests that the brain has the capacity for change. Emotional responses are constantly 
changing based on the individual and collective’s interpretation of experiences. Our brain has the 
potential for neuroplasticity, as our brain changes through the lives we lead.  
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When early childhood teachers | researchers feel fearful or angry about having to conduct 
educational research, we assume that those are negative responses towards conducting research. 
However, when we do not look at emotions as either negative or positive, we change our 
perspective on what these emotions mean as well. Fear and anger, for instance, are often used as 
catchall phrases for a range of emotions, and, by going past the immediate label of “negative,” we 
find information that we can use to help us move forward. Fear can reveal lack of understanding 
of what to expect, or belief that one is incapable. Anger can tell us something else, a strong feeling 
of annoyance, displeasure, or hostility towards something. Bourdieu (1986) theorized reflexivity 
as what can guide us through this process of transformation. Bourdieu writes about reflexivity as 
a process of sociological critique. Reflexivity requires an individual to send information out and 
receive it back again, like a boomerang. In this process, one gets to analyze their sociological 
stance on the matter. For early childhood teachers who participated in my research, reflexivity 
guided us to recognize our emotions. Once each of the emotions was recognized, we could begin 
to interpret what it meant for each of us, transforming it into useful information that can then 
change the course of our work.  
Implementing the Intervention (Heuristic) 
Four weeks after the fall semester of 2019 began, I introduced the heuristic on research in the 
classroom. I asked students to go through each characteristic, consider each statement, and reflect 
on it. We discussed the heuristic after going through it. We also explored our overall attitudes 
towards conducting educational research as we contemplated our emotions. I collected the 
heuristics from those who were willing to share their responses. I received 20 copies of the 
heuristic, which was everyone who was present. I analyzed the responses provided in the 
comments section. I also analyzed the discussion that followed the reflection on the heuristic on 
research, which was audio recorded.  
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Analysis of Heuristic Responses 
Below I focus on nine characteristics of the heuristics on research. I chose these because they offer 
the most insight into teachers’ perceptions on conducting educational research.  
Learning from Research 
The heuristic on research presented characteristics that I asked my students to reflect upon. The 








Fig. 2. Characteristic #1 of a heuristic on research from the Appendix 1 
When addressing characteristic #1 students reflected on the goals of conducting research – 
specifically, learning. In a discussion that followed the reflection on the heuristic, we addressed 
the seemingly clear purpose of conducting any kind of research – learning from it. Celene stated 
her comment during class discussion. 
Celene: know we have to do this because we are in this class, but I am actually looking 
forward to learning something about my classroom practices, so that I can make my teaching 
better.  
Rubia added a comment in the reflection part of the heuristic.  
Rubia: There is no better way to learn than to challenge, observe and record your and your 
students’ growth.  
Reflecting on this characteristic of heuristic on research guided the teachers | researchers to view 
their projects in a wider perspective, zooming out from a micro perspective of getting a project 
done in order to pass a class and get a master’s degree, to seeing it with a wider lens, a macro 
perspective, doing something of meaning, improving their teaching practices and benefiting their 
students.  
I strive to learn from conducting research in my classroom. 
 
5: Always/Very often; 4: Often; 3: Sometimes; 2: Seldom; 1: Never/rarely 
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Improving Practice and Theory 
Learning theory that supports educational research is a necessary foundation for conducting 
research. I felt I needed to do a better job in supporting inexperienced educational researchers by 
introducing them to more educational theory and illustrating connections to their existing everyday 
practices. Going through this heuristic informed me of my own teaching and how I can be better 







Fig. 3. Characteristic #3 of a heuristic on research from the Appendix 1 
Characteristic #3 addresses the connection between theory and practice. Angelica shared this 
feedback in the comment section. 
Angelica: It will improve my teaching and future teachings. [I will] also reflect on what I have 






Fig. 4. Characteristic #8 of a heuristic on research from the Appendix 1 
The role of theory was also presented in Characteristic #8. Rubia shared her thoughts on the role 
of theory in the comment section of the heuristic. 
Rubia: I try to find time each day to list success and challenges. [I] would like to do this more.  
Maria also shared her thoughts in the comment section of the heuristic. 
I value doing research to improve both practice and theory. 
5: Always/Very often; 4: Often; 3: Sometimes; 2: Seldom; 1: Never/rarely 
 
I reflect theoretically upon my own practice to make sense of my research. 
5: Always/Very often; 4: Often; 3: Sometimes; 2: Seldom; 1: Never/rarely 
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Maria: I do not reflect on myself and children…based on that.  
Melyssa wrote in the comment section of the heuristic her reflection on the topic. 
Melyssa: My method and teaching style are often influenced by what I have learned from 
research.  
From the responses to the characteristic about theory on educational research, it was evident to me 
that there is still a disconnect between theory and practice for my students, however, students 
expressed clear understanding that theory is important.  






Fig. 5. Characteristic #4 of a heuristic on research from the Appendix 1 
Characteristic #4 addressed the role of participants as coresearcher. Teachers | researchers, it 
seemed to me, were excited to discuss this characteristic in the heuristic on research. Leidy stated 
her comment in the reflection section of the heuristic. 
Leidy: We all learn together.  
Tara asked a question during discussion.  
Tara: Does this mean we see our participants as having just as much involvement as us as 
being the researcher?  
Danielle also chimed in during our discussion. 
Danielle: I have never considered participants as coresearchers.  
 
Emerging from my study it is evident that my students were questioning their practices. Relying 
on hermeneutic phenomenology as a methodology, which is participant-centered and interpretive 
(Guba & Lincoln, 1989) I am embracing multiple ways to learn from the research, which includes 
I try to include participants as coresearchers. 
5: Always/Very often; 4: Often; 3: Sometimes; 2: Seldom; 1: Never/rarely 
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cogen. As seen in comments from students, many did not consider including students in their 
research as coresearchers. At the same time, as we talked about their everyday work, it was evident 
that they often do this naturally. When working with young students, teachers literally get down 
and sit on the floor to have eye contact with children and engage in play with them. This is different 
from any other educator. This physicality often assumes a different power dynamic than a teacher 
in older grades. Paley (1986) writes about early childhood educators who often include their 
students as coresearchers naturally. As we engaged in cogen about the role of participants as 
coresearchers it is apparent that in the responses to Characteristic # 4 teachers begin to recognize 
such practices as being valid and valuable. Reflecting on this characteristic allows an opportunity 
to shift power relations in the classroom. When students, even young children, are seen as 
coresearchers, it helps equalize the power between teachers and students as all voices become just 
as important.  





Fig. 6. Characteristic #5 of a heuristic on research from the Appendix 1 
Characteristic #5 looks at the goals of research. Leidy shared in the comment section of the 
heuristic her thoughts on this characteristic. 
Leidy: Through my work I always look to benefit my students. If students do not benefit 
from it, then there is no point in doing it!  
 
This sentiment was shared in our class discussion, as many students conveyed that their work is 
not just about taking this class and getting a good grade, but about making a difference in their 
own practices. Some also expressed that it was making them see that they do not need to wait for 
My work seeks to empower all participants. 
5: Always/Very often; 4: Often; 3: Sometimes; 2: Seldom; 1: Never/rarely 
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others to come into their classrooms to tell them how to make their work better, but they can do 
this kind of work on their own to empower themselves and their students. 







Fig. 7. Characteristic #6 of a heuristic on research from the Appendix 1 
When addressing characteristic #6 students discussed inclusion of their students’ voices in their 
work. Suellen said in the comment section of the heuristic. 
Suellen: To learn from a participant may give me a different viewpoint. [It is] helpful to [learn] 
from participants themselves… [get a] feel about what is being conducted.  
Differing perspectives was a construct presented in characteristic #7: “I value and welcome 
different perspectives.” Jenna shared in the comments section of the heuristic. 
Jenna: Otherwise, I gain nothing.  
Rubia shared in the comment section of the heuristic. 
 
Rubia: This is something I am learning to do.  
Learning from differences (Tobin, 2009) is encouraging when it comes to young children, and yet 
it is also challenging, as research often presupposes getting results that offer strong statistical 
value, when there is cohesion among your data. However, looking at differences offers insight that 
often cannot be calculated, but from which there can be benefit in examining and explaining, 
nonetheless. Together we spent time discussing such differences in perspectives and learning how 
they can be of value. 
To make sense of my research, I incorporate what participants have said.  
 
5: Always/Very often; 4: Often; 3: Sometimes; 2: Seldom; 1: Never/rarely 
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Fig. 8. Characteristic #10 of a heuristic on research from the Appendix 1 
 
When addressing characteristic #10, we discussed how being a researcher is a process of learning 
about a phenomenon that we are exploring, but it also provides an opportunity to learn about 
ourselves. Some of the comments in the comment section of the heuristic were: 
Jenna: Every day is a learning experience.  
Suellen: [It is about] finding your ‘why.’ 
Jenna: Teaching can be personal. I learn about myself with the children. I sometimes feel like 
a student myself…  
Educating Everyone Involved in the Process 
Personal Reflection 
I use the heuristic on research as a tool to guide me in being a reflexive educational researcher and 
teacher. Alexakos (2015) writes about how important it is for teachers to do research in their own 
classrooms. He describes having such inside views of what is happening with the students as 
tremendously helpful in “avoiding possible minefields of which we may not be aware” (Alexakos, 
2015, p. 59). This feature keeps me focused on the aspects of reflexive educational research that I 
find very important. As an instructor of a graduate course, I assume an inevitable position of power. 
A researcher position, as opposed to the participants, assumes a certain level of authority and 
privilege. You, as the reader, are reading the words I chose to put on this page, as the researcher. 
I, ultimately, decide which statements to include from the students. I also get to interpret the 
statements and class discussions. A heuristic on research “steers my ship” as the brightly lit, starry 
sky in the darkness of the night. I am reminded that, in order to stay true to the authentic inquiry 
model, in addition to my views, I need to include participants’ voices and include their own 
I become more aware of beliefs, habits, and values I was not aware I had. 
5: Always/Very often; 4: Often; 3: Sometimes; 2: Seldom; 1: Never/rarely 
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interpretations, and also work to educate all who are involved in the research process. This means 
that I share my progress with my coresearchers – in this case, my students | teachers | researchers 
– including them in what I am doing, what I am learning, and in what I think it all means.  
Participating students were invited to read my chapter and introduce their views and 
feedback as well. I tell my students | teachers | researchers, that we are in this process together, and 
I encourage them to include their participants, too, in their process of conducting educational 
research. This does not necessarily take the issue of power away from me (or them), but allows for 
more open and honest collaboration. This collaboration is an ongoing process that does not end at 
the end of the semester or the end of the project. I often hear from students months after they wrap 
up their work in my course, updating me on their progress in research, sharing with me what they 
are learning from their ongoing investigative work. In a way, our research “ship” keeps sailing in 
the vastness of the open water.  





Fig. 9. Word cloud of emotions  
Note: Word cloud created from students | teachers | researchers’ responses to how they feel about 
being researchers during week 10. 
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After the first 10 weeks into the first semester (and a few weeks after the use of heuristics in our 
class), I asked my students how they felt about being researchers (see Fig. 9). In the earlier 
weeks of the semester, a lot of students had expressed feeling fear and worry, revealing negative 
attitudes towards their ability to do research work. Now there were many students who reported 
feeling anxious and overwhelmed, revealing something new. Anxiety may not arise until we 
fully understand the complexity of a task at hand. Feeling overwhelmed hints at seeing a full 
picture of what the task includes, which may not be felt without understanding the process. Both 
emotions, of feeling anxious and overwhelmed, show us that students developed a deeper 
understanding of what educational research requires and the effects and responsibilities of 
conducting educational research.  
There are several components, I believe, that contributed to the transformation. These 
students | teachers | researchers have been preparing to conduct their projects for 10 weeks, a task 
that included finding a topic that they felt passionate about, and learning about different 
theoretical frameworks, methodologies, and methods used in research. Once topics had been 
chosen, teachers dove into the world of academia as they reviewed current research on each 
topic. This pushed them to understand, and not be intimidate by, current educational research. 
Breaking away from the negative stereotypes about early childhood teachers that have been 
internalized by many teachers themselves, they begin to believe that their work is valuable and 
important and that they are capable of doing inquiry in their own classrooms. This process, too, 
contributed to their emotional transformation.  
With time, students | teachers | researchers became more involved in the world they at 
first did not think they belonged to. I strongly believe that an important component of such 
transformation was the heuristic on research that we reflected on and discussed in week four of 
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the semester. Research is no longer viewed as work that needs to be done to pass a course and 
write a thesis, but instead as work that gives meaning to everyone who is involved in the process. 
As we all reflect and learn about our teaching practices and improve on them, this new 
understanding expands beyond each of their classrooms and beyond the graduate classroom 
where they met with me.  
In addition to feeling anxious and overwhelmed, students reported other emotions which 
were not present at the beginning. More students said they were feeling inspired, optimistic, and 
passionate (see Fig. 9). In a few months, students | teachers | researchers, who shared at the 
beginning of the semester that they did not believe they had what it takes to conduct research, 
began to feel ready and passionate about each of their projects. And the process is still ongoing. 
Such transformation is useful in itself, but it also shines a light for me, as a researcher, on how 
each early childhood teacher now sees themselves as an educator, a scholar, and an individual, 
whereas early on their views were often in agreement with societal biases against early childhood 
teachers. Now, through this reflection, they see themselves and their work as meaningful, 
valuable, and worthy – because their sociological gaze on their profession has been shifted. And 
this is powerful to witness.  
Moving Forward 
In this chapter I have looked at how using a heuristic on research can serve as a tool for early 
childhood teachers in conducting reflexive educational research, and how it can guide 
participants to change our emotions and self-efficacy. Ultimately, through the use of a heuristic, 
we – early childhood teachers and me – reflected on our own attitudes toward conducting 
research, made meaning of what we observed, and aimed at being responsive to everyone 
involved, educating all participants in the process. Through reflection on each characteristic of 
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the heuristic and the discussion that followed, we were engaged in a thought process that guided 
us to interrogate our beliefs and practices, and provided us with the tools to view ourselves as 
capable of doing meaningful research work. The students completed their theses and, in the 
process, began to see themselves and their profession very differently. They, and I, began the 
journey to viewing our work as meaningful, respected, worthy, and transformational for our 
students as well as ourselves.  
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CHAPTER 4- STITCHING A WOUND (Exploring Memories, Loss, Empty 
Nest, Embodied Emotions Through Arts-Based Research and Narrative)6 
Introduction 
When I was 20 years old, and pregnant with my son, my mother sewed for me a traditional 
swaddler blanket (in Russian called konvert – an envelope). On the day of leaving the hospital, 
mothers place their swaddled babies into a blanket, just like the one my mother made for me, and 
step outside to meet the rest of the family. I only used it once, but back in 1999 my mother thought 
it was important for me to have it. Eighteen year later, it re-emerged from the closet where it has 
been since my son moved here from Russia in 2005. As I let go of my son, who left for college in 
the fall of 2017, I dealt with the pain of being left behind. As I worked on an art-based project in 
a graduate class, I selected images of my children walking in different moments of their lives (in 
a sense away from me) and printed them out on fabric. I chose the blanket, sewed by my mother 
18 years ago, to connect three generations by stitching images of my children to the blanket.  
 Conducting Arts-Based Research 
Act 1: Sets up the stage for conducting arts-based research. 
Backstage 1 
Inspired by Carolyne Ali-Khan’s (2016) creative writing style and Peter Waldman’s (2015) 
narrative tale, I adapt their models to tell a story of how using arts-based research helped me 
explore memories and embodied emotions in experiencing loss and empty nest. John Van Maanen 
(1988) uses “impressionist tales” as a way to draw a reader into a world. Such impressionist tales 
 
6 Chapter 2 previously appeared in  
Malyukova, A. (2021). Stitching a wound – Exploring memories, loss, empty nest, embodied emotions through arts-
based research and narrative. In K. Tobin & K. Alexakos (Eds.), Doing authentic inquiry to improve learning and 
teaching. Leiden, NL: Brill | Sense Publishing. 
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allow authors and readers to sneak a peek into another’s consciousness, which, for Van Maanen 
(1988), requires “standards [that] are not disciplinary but literary ones, the main obligation of the 
impressionist is to keep the audience alert and interested” (p. 106). With the goal of keeping the 
reader alert and interested, and also to provide a glimpse into what my experiences were like in 
the process of using arts as a research methodology, I use Ali-Khan’s (2016) theatrical structure 
of a play to tell my story. Ali-Khan (2016) uses Joe Kincheloe’s (2008) idea of radical listening in 
her piece, especially in terms of radically listening to yourself. She writes about listening to her 
body as she teaches, as well as paying attention to the bodies of her students, which provide her a 
new vantage point to understand teaching as embodied praxis (Ali-Khan, 2016). Our bodies always 
carry an extraordinary amount of trauma and we carry that pain in our bodies, in our minds, in our 
skin. As I embarked on the journey of conducting research using visual arts, I had to, first, listen 
to myself and notice what needed my attention, and, second, allow this embodied trauma and pain 
to spill over into my work. This process became transformational for me. Waldman (2015) writes 
about the fluid framework of narrative, how the stories of our lives change as we change. As I 
explored my memories, I went through what Anna Stetsenko (2017) calls, “[the] dynamic process 
of thinking about the past that links past memory processes to the self” (p. 306). Memories 
explored in the process of arts-based research became my present and my future. I also argue that 
reflecting on these memories allows me to “change” the past, or at least how I feel about it, which 
then shapes the present and the future as well.  
Tom Barone and Elliot Eisner (2012) state that using arts in research is a way to evoke and 
compel viewers to encounter an issue or issues introduced by a research project. Barone and Eisner 
(2012) also write that, “Painting is an activity and the artist will therefore tend to see what he paints 
rather than paint what he sees” (p. 4). While taking a journey of creating an art-based research 
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project, the process of creation is based on seeing what I create, as I learn from my creation what 
it is that I am actually seeing. Barone and Eisner (2012) write that arts-based research becomes a 
heuristic through which we deepen and make more complex our understanding of some aspects of 
the world. I realize that in my project, the images become a heuristic where I (and possibly others) 
reflect on our lives by viewing the images. 
Carolina Rodrigues De Souza and Mauricio Pietrocola (2016) also write about using 
images in their research. De Souza and Pietrocola (2016) use photographs as a type of heuristics, 
in which photos and images are a way to trigger insights and also engage participants in 
discussions. Using images in research, according to De Souza and Pietrocola (2016), plays an 
important role in a process in which participants learn something about themselves by reflecting 
on their own experiences, prejudices in their behavior, or in their way of thinking and assessment. 
My research has become a personal heuristic as I try to become aware of my own state of being as 
my son leaves for college. Hopefully, it can be a heuristic for others who reflect on their own 
experiences of letting go of their children, of separation, of an empty nest.  
Moreover, such cultural production in social interactions, as Kenneth Tobin (2015) argues, 
reproduces culture while transforming it, where culture always is a system of reproduction | 
transformation7. By working on creating an art project, I learn from the research and then represent 
my work in cultural production, in my case – a piece of art. 
 
 
7 I use the Sheffer stroke, as in “reproduction | transformation,” to express the dialectical 
relationship between the two constructs, which, as Konstantinos Alexakos states (2015), present 
mutually contingent and emergent characteristics, which mediate and are mediated by the other. 
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Fig. 10. Walking along Central Park 
Scene 1: Getting Groceries at the Store 
For the longest time, everyone had been asking me if I was ready for my son to leave. I believed 
I was. At least that was what I thought until the day of his actual leaving. I asked him what he 
would like for his last dinner before going to take the bus to go to college, and then I went to the 
store to get a few things to cook the meal. Standing in the middle of the vegetable aisle, I 
suddenly found myself gasping for air, as I felt my chest tightening at the thought that my son is 
indeed leaving. As I picked out the carrots for chicken plov, his favorite meal, tears started 
falling down my cheeks and sobs wracked my whole torso. “My boy is leaving me,” was all I 
could think. “My boy…”  
Chaotically, I gathered items from the shelves, grabbing things I did not need and forgetting 
items I came for. I walked home, crying all the way. By the time I made my way home, I was a 
 67 
mess. My son opened the door and saw me completely disheveled, with red eyes, runny nose, and 
tears streaming down my face.  
“What happened?” he asked with a concern in his voice. 
“You are leaving,” I responded. 
“Did you just realize this?” he asked, his voice trailing off giving away his surprise. 
“Did I?” I thought. How did it happen that I was completely unprepared for this moment? 
 
Backstage 2 
“Remembrance of things past is not necessarily the remembrance of things as they were” 
(Marcel Proust, 1996, p. 120). 
What are memories? Abandoning a typical view of memories, where our memories are recorded, 
processed, and saved within the unknown storehouses of our brain, I choose to view memories 
differently. Memories exist in more than our brain – our bodies remember things, just as we never 
forget how to ride a bike, once we learn how to do it. Exploring memories is not looking in the 
files of our brain, where each and every memory has been securely stored until the day of retrieval. 
Memories, especially strong memories, only exist, as argued by Stetsenko (2017), if this past is 
relevant to the present and the future. Stetsenko (2017) writes about the continuous work of 
keeping the past alive through meaningful projects. To remember, according to Stetsenko (2017), 
is to never forget, to never completely leave behind our memories, but to keep them alive in the 
very fabric of our active projects of becoming. Memories are then never a thing of the past, but are 
constructing both the present and the future. As we hold on to our memories, both with and without 
awareness, these memories change as well. Some memories do fade away as they recede in the 
multilayers of our reality, which is ever changing and transforming by our agentic | passive 
participation in the social world. Forgetting is then also an active process, not just simply a natural 
 68 
process of “filing away” memories, but letting go of memories that are not relevant to our present 
and to our future. Memories are also a social process, since our lives are, in essence, a social 
process, even if we are alone in the process of remembering, which may be possible physically 
(being alone), but can never be attained conceptually. In a radical sense, we are interconnected 
with all social objects, living and non-living, material and non-material. Our lives, following 
Vygotsky’s teachings, are shaped by the sociocultural world, where each individual is shaped by 
the world and is also shaping the world back. Our memories are shaped by a variety of resources, 
as argued by Stetsenko (2017) – historical, material, social, technological, bodily – and each 
includes their own histories and dynamics. Inventing an artifact object to support and guide 
memory, according to Vygotsky (cited in Stetsenko, 2017, p. 309), is an operation that is 
exceptionally complex and instructive. Memory relies on materializing the process of 
remembering in objects and patterns of activities (Stetsenko, 2017, p. 310). When speaking about 
one’s memories, the use of language will serve as a medium for exploring the past, as argued by 
Benjamin (1999), and not as an instrument. “It is the medium of that which is experienced, just as 
the earth is the medium in which ancient cities lie buried. He who seeks to approach his own buried 
past must conduct himself like a man digging” (Benjamin, 1999, p. 576). In my search for 
memories both distant and recent, but especially for those that were buried deep, I needed to do 
some digging, some searching, and some reflecting. This process became a very active, agentic 
pursuit, but even in that I was not doing it alone. Acting, Stetsenko (2017) writes, is always 
collaborative, even when acting alone. Memories are carried out by a person and his agency in the 
fullness of one’s embodiment and interactivity with the social practices in the world.   
Scene 2: Classroom, memories, and arts-based research 
“The actual work of art is what the product does with and in experience” John Dewey 




Fig. 11. Walking through the Cloisters 
 
“Pick an image on your phone or laptop that means something to you,” asked Gene Fellner 
(hereafter Gene), the professor of my arts-based research class. Gene asked this question to start 
us thinking about visual arts, whether it is a painting, photograph, or anything else that could 
potentially inspire us. I pressed the unlock button on my phone and there it was – a photograph 
of my kids as my screensaver. In the image they are walking down a path in the Cloisters, a park 
in Washington Heights, Manhattan. This is an image of them walking away from me – literally 
and figuratively. I felt a dull, lasting pain inside my chest. “My boy…,” I thought to myself. “Far 
away from me…” My daughter in the image is looking back at me as if to symbolize that she is 
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still with me – for now – but she too will someday be moving on and will leave me behind. 
I explained why I picked the image. I described feelings of melancholy, of sadness, my 
memories of joy (being with them) and gloom (them growing up) flooding me completely. Until 
that day, I had not really thought about why I chose the image to be my screensaver, the first 
thing I see when I pick up my phone. Putting my thoughts and feelings into words and sharing 
them with the class was a revelation to me. I thought I had simply picked the image because I 
liked it. But there is more to it. Talking about the image in class allowed me to speak about my 
pain, which until then I had kept to myself and those very close to me. Speaking to others about 
it was both scary and liberating. I felt raw after each class. Everything I was trying to hold back, 
to ignore, was now right on the surface, flowing right through me like a wild, cascading 
mountain stream. 
Backstage 3 
As we contemplated, in the beginning of the semester, what to create, we stared onto a blank 
canvas, a blank page, a blank space in our minds (if there is such a thing), feeling terrified as to 
whether what we wanted to produce had any value, worried that we were not competent enough 
as artists to make anything “good.” Maya Pindyck (2017) suggests looking at a blank page 
differently,  not as “the page that is a blank surface upon which to project your ideas and plop 
down words, but as a dynamic text with its own volition that can manifest in relation to a reader” 
(p. 58). The text or the blank page is no longer an inanimate thing, which brings to mind Heesoon 
Bai’s work (2013) in which she problematizes the modern everyday ontology of separating the 
animate from the inanimate, showing that such separation has not just ethical implications for our 
environment, but also has connections to our everyday life, where we interact with “things” both 
animate and inanimate. In this case, when we contemplate creating something, it puts a lot of 
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pressure on us as the “creators.” However, if we see our projects as alive, as dynamic, as something 
that communicates to us (and to others) something out of its own volition, it helps us feel instead 
as collaborators, lifting away much of the pressure. Pidnyck (2017) states that writing should not 
be viewed as putting thoughts ‘down on paper,’ but rather as a process of relation to what the page 
already carries, both its visible (its texture, its stains) and invisible (its history, and its text) 
elements. Pidnyck writes about the process of literacy and erasure. “The only way I can describe 
it is like this: the words rise above the page, by say an eighth of an inch, and hover there in space, 
singly and unconnected, and they form a kind of field, and from this field I pick my words as if 
they were flowers” (Pindyck, 2017, p. 60). In that sense, as we each contemplate our work, we 
allow our thoughts, our memories, our experiences to rise above, to hover over us, and as we reflect 
on them, we actively create a project by picking the most salient elements, as they, in turn, actively 
interact with us in a dynamic process. One can argue that at the moment when the words and 
experiences rise above, they become objectified, meaning they become what I perceive them to be 
by observing them. Suddenly, there is tension in that process, in which I see my experiences as 
something other, even though they are mine. As subject and object continuously change places, 
the process of research becomes, what Pierre Bourdieu (2004) refers to, a process of reflexivity, 
where I am casting an ironic gaze on the social world, including myself in it. I am the object of 
research but also the one who is conducting the research, and as a result, my work continuously 
evolves and with it my thinking and feeling about my experiences evolves as well.  
I began with photographs as a mode of visual art in my arts-based research project. Sarah 
Pink (2011) writes about the use of photographs stating that they allow us to see modes that are 
visual: including characteristics such as color, shape, size, position, and light. But they also cannot 
show us everything, leaving our other senses uninvolved, such as touch, smell, hearing and taste, 
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bodily movement, texture, three-dimensional shape, and sounds. As my project grew, week after 
week, I chose to add other modes, in addition to photographs, to express my experiences of 
separation and loss and also to evoke something in the viewer. Pink (2011) writes about the 
practice of sensory ethnography, which involves the researchers’ empathetic engagement with the 
practices and places that are important to the people participating in the research. I wanted my 
project to embrace Pink’s notions of empathetic engagement  –  by highlighting and exploring the 
issue of raising children, watching them grow, and then letting them go  –  by engaging with my 
children, and by speaking to them about my work. I recorded conversations with my children as 
we looked at the images of them walking in different moments in time. Together we explored our 
memories, co-constructed new memories, learned about our differences (of how we remembered 
these moments and how we felt in them). Later in my art project, I included the ability to listen to 
our conversations on an audio recorder, which was one of the ways I connected multiple modes of 
expression to create a fuller, more nuanced, and more complete picture, thus allowing for greater 
reflexivity and transformation. 
Continuous Work – Opening of the Arts-based Research Exhibit 
Act 2: Follows reflection after the art exhibit where we presented our work 
Scene 1: Opening of the exhibit 
“This is interesting,” said one of the visitors to the exhibit, as I shared my experiences and 
presented my art project. “That was not my experience.” At first, I thought that it is perfectly 
normal that it does not represent everyone’s experience. Each family that raises children 
eventually has to say goodbye to them in some way, and each family experiences their own 
‘empty nest’ differently. But then I thought, “Was my experience really that different from 
others?” And if so, why was it different? Why did I feel so much pain?  
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Scene 2: Memories of separation 
It was a warm July night. I read a book to my boy, sang his favorite lullaby, tucked him in with a 
blanket (even though he did not need tucking), and sat with him, stroking his hair until he was 
asleep. Reluctantly, I got up and walked away from his bed. I glanced back on my way out – blonde 
curls all over the pillow, my sweet, two-year-old boy whom, without knowing it, I would not see 
again for three and a half years. 
Backstage 4 
Looking back at my earlier experiences pushed me to consider how important they are in my 
present and my future. David Jardine (2006) writes about hermeneutics and how rich and 
memorable experiences catch our attention and ask things of us. Working on the arts-based 
research project brought out these memorable experiences of separation with my son and called 
for me to pay attention to them. Understanding, Jardine (2006) argues, begins when something 
addresses us. The pain that I experienced when I had to leave my son 16 year ago, was hidden 
away from the surface, because I was not ready to address it (perhaps because it was too painful, 
or for some other reason), but it was present in me, in my body, in my life. It came up to the 
surface, when a new separation was eminent. I had to use words to express these embodied 
emotions to myself, my family, my research community. Words are never separate from the 
experiences and are born, according to Mikhail Bakhtin (2010), in a dialogue with them. 
Meaning of words is then realized only in the process of active, responsive understanding, 
Bakhtin writes (2010). Working through finding words to articulate my experiences through an 
active process of understanding these experiences became transformative for my family, because 
we all had to engage in the process of reflection and learn from each other’s pain. Bakhtin (2010) 
also writes about a plurality of consciousness, where there is never a single transcendent 
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consciousness or truth, but multiple meaning systems – polysemia, and multiple voices – 
polyphonia. What emerged in the process of revisiting these memories was a polyphonic 
composition, where each “melody” streamed independently and yet together created a “musical” 
piece – a piece about separation, reunification, coming of age, and saying goodbye. 
Arts-Based Research and Healing 




Fig. 11. Walking on the street in Washington Heights on graduation day 
Scene 1: Arts-based research 
We were working on our projects in class. I had brought the photographs of my children that I 
had printed out on fabric and was stitching them onto a blanket. This was a blanket that my 
mother made for me when I was expecting my son. It was almost 19 years old. It was soft and 
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delicate. My mother sewed it for me before we knew that I would be having a boy, so she chose 
a soft and neutral yellow color. As I stitched the images of my kids onto the blanket, I looked at 
the stitches that my mother made. I realized that she must have also been thinking about her child 
growing up when she was making it for me. I was only 20 years old at the time, not that much 
older than my son is now. Gene asked me how I felt as I worked on making the stitches. 
Strangely, I felt good. I touched the fabric, its texture caressed my fingers, calming, soothing. I 
thought of my mother holding the blanket in her hands almost 20 years ago and, as I touched it 
now, it almost felt that we connected across time. 
My son’s first year of college came to its end and eventually he was back home for the 
summer. Working on this project, watching my children walking away from me in the pictures, 
stitching their images printed on fabric on the blanket made by my mother, placed into 
perspective many strong emotions I experienced when my son first left. A long time ago, I 
walked away from my mother, and now I am thousands of miles away from her still. Yet, her 
presence in my life, in my thinking, and in my academic work is very strong. I may have walked 
away, but she is always walking by my side. My memories have been transformed and so were 
my emotions in the healing process of art making. 
Gene later told me that this work of stitching was almost like stitching a wound. Looking 
back at it now, I understand that it was therapeutic. Looking at the images of my children, I now 
feel joy, nostalgia for happy memories, and not the raw pain I felt when I initially chose the 





Fig. 12. Working on the art project: stitching the blanket 
 
EPILOGUE 
Once I shared my work with my research community in a presentation on the arts-based research 
process, I saw that many related to my experience, whether because they had their own children 
grow up and leave for college, or because they too have been separated with their loved ones, or 
because many, like myself, have strong embodied emotions (like pain, sadness, loss), which they 
carry around with them everywhere. I practiced my presentation many times before the event, 
hoping that it would help me keep it together during the actual presentation. Once I was done, my 
adviser, Konstantinos Alexakos, said this, and hearing him say it, I let go of shame and cried:  
We can always rewrite our past… We can rewrite our past… Speaking to our children 
is one way to bring healing and not just to you. I am sure your son had to do some healing 
as well. It is very important to send love to our earlier selves, because we all have one 
thing or another that needs healing. It is important to love ourselves, not to blame 
ourselves. Because of the choices we had to make for whatever reasons. Not just 
rewriting our future, but also our past (Alexakos, USER-S forum, The Graduate Center, 
CUNY, October 2018). 
On the path of “now, knowing myself,” which has become my mantra, introduced to me by Ken 
Tobin (personal communication, September 2018), I had taken this journey of knowing, 
understanding myself. First, I examined myself using arts as a medium, situating myself in a larger 
context, nuancing the context with meaning from multiple perspectives, then, I uncovered very 
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strong emotions present in my very existence and finally, I found a way to bring healing, which is 
still an ongoing process. Alexakos (2017) states that change is the point of learning and in order 
to change it is often necessary to unlearn and let go of fears. I would add letting go of pain and 
guilt to the list necessary for learning. In the process of exploring issues of importance in an arts-
based research class, I was able to address something that needed to be addressed, but I was also 
able to find a place where I could speak about it, both though art, art making, writing, and speaking 
to others, which included both my family and my research community. And it all started with a 




Fig. 13. Collection of all the images used in the art project 
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CHAPTER 5- LIVING THROUGH A PANDEMIC (Exploring Emotions and 
Experiences of Living in the Time of the COVID-19 Pandemic Through 
Narratives)8 
Vignette: Not Myself 
I pressed the “End Meeting” button on my Zoom window and covered my eyes with the palms of 
my hands. I wanted to not be seen. I wanted to hide my face from the scorching computer screen. 
Finally, I let go. 
 
I allowed myself to feel. 
 
I felt so many different things. 
 
It was overwhelming.  
 
“I am not myself,” she said during our meeting.  
 
“Not myself…” I repeated silently, my hands rubbing my forehead… 
 
“Am I myself?” I wondered. 
 
I realized, sitting in my chair in front of my computer, where I sit most of my time during the day, 
that these words said to me by my student after a class in Zoom made me wonder if I have been 
myself in these last weeks.  
 
“I want to do the things I like to do, but somehow I can’t do them,” she shared. 
 
Is this what it means to “be yourself” -- to do the things that we like? We all had to adjust to a 
new world, and many of us can’t do the things that we like, things that make us who we are. 
When she cried, I cried too, and I saw myself cry on the computer screen. That felt strange too. 
In the moment of isolation and struggle, the two of us found ourselves united, crying together -- 
instructor and student -- both trying to figure out—who we are now.  
Events 
The COVID-19 pandemic is a global event. We have witnessed it change the world on multiple 
levels. Entire regions and countries –have gone on complete or partial shutdowns and lockdowns 
with limited or no cross-border crossings allowed. But an event like the COVID-19 pandemic 
 
8 Chapter 5 has been submitted for publication. Malyukova, A. (2021). Living through a pandemic (Exploring 
emotions and experiences of living in the time of the COVID-19 pandemic through narratives). In K. Tobin & K. 
Alexakos (Eds.) Manuscript submitted for publication. 
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also shapes our lives on an individual level, as each family and individual has to adapt to the new 
reality. In this chapter I explore how the pandemic affected those who lived through it on three 
levels—macro (the world), mesa (in our case, New York City), and micro (the individual). As 
the pandemic continues, where this transformation will lead us is not clear, but we can already 
say that life as we knew it will stay in the past. 
Macro Level – The World 
‘John Hopkins’ coronavirus map’ came up as the top search on my Google page. As the pandemic 
began, I searched it numerous times a day.  
 
My eyes searched for numbers -- breath shallow and short with each new update.  
 
The World map showed increasing numbers that were hard to visualize.  
 
The U.S. map had New York State at the top of the list for many months.  
 
I watched the news feverishly every day… until I could not do it anymore.  
 
Going home to visit my birthplace, Russia, didn’t seem feasible any more.  
 
We were in lockdown as a country. We were “sheltered in place” in our apartments.  
 
“What is happening to us?” I wondered.  
 
William Sewell (2005) writes about historical events and how historical events should be 
understood as happenings that transform structures. Structures, according to Sewell, can be 
conceptualized as multiple, overlapping, and transposable. Different clusters or systems of cultural 
meanings inform different realms of institutional practices (2005). Even on the personal level, 
structures are multiple. Each of us belongs to a family, ethnic group, city, country and each of 
these systems represents its own structure. In turn, structures will overlap with each other (like the 
structure of the city one lives in and the structure of one’s family). Structures could be transposed, 
or moved, to a new place of “existence,” just as a musical piece is transposed when we change the 
musical key. Sewell (2005) argues that events constitute what historians call “turning points.” 
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Events change the structures that govern human conduct. This global pandemic presented such a 
“turning point” for us as a collective, as everyday happenings transformed multiple structures in 
our lives. With structures like work, schools, restaurants, gyms, and recreational facilities, among 
other things, being closed and no longer holding the function in society that they normally do -- 
institutional practices were changing swiftly. Human conduct and contact were changed 
drastically. Each of us had to figure out what our human conduct looked like now on a more local 
scale – meso level.  
Meso Level – New York City 
As we read [in class] together in April, the university’s hospital, New York-Presbyterian, 
was filled with victims of the pandemic. Across the city, hundreds of them were dying 
every day. So many elements of our civilization had shut down: churches, schools, and 
universities; libraries, bookstores, research institutes, and museums; opera companies, 
concert organizations, and movie houses; theatre and dance groups; galleries, studios, and 
local arts groups of all kinds (not to mention local bars). Who knew what would perish 
and what would come back? (David Denby, 2020, p. 62).  
In the time of the pandemic, multiple structures began to overlap in a more visible way, as many 
of us noticed new intersections between home life, work life, and academic life. As an instructor 
at one of the colleges in City University of New York (CUNY), I, too, witnessed how many of the 
structures in my life changed rapidly. Working from home, teaching from home via video 
conferencing platforms like Zoom, became a new reality. For many, such as myself and my 
students, these structures were suddenly all confined into the same physical space – our homes. 
My college students, as early childhood educators, had to adjust their lives overnight as they had 
to begin teaching their students remotely. With high demands from parents, administrators, and 
society as a whole, teachers like my students were putting in longer hours of work, while still 
trying to manage other structures in their lives, like being a parent, a child to an elderly parent, or 
a spouse to an essential worker.  
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In April of 2020, I asked my students to share with me how their lives had been changing 
now that we were living through a pandemic. Many shared that they witnessed such “turning 
points” in their everyday happenings, as multiple structures were transformed.  
Tara’s views on living through a pandemic: I was upset that my dance studio decided to close 
even before schools closed. I was upset when school finally closed and I was not going to be 
able to interact with my students. I was upset when my fiancé’s work schedule was completely 
changed indefinitely in the hospital.  
 
In Tara’s example, we see how different systems of cultural meanings -- being a dance teacher, an 
educator, a partner -- changed quickly, and how each system, in turn, informed and transformed 
different spheres of her everyday life. She could no longer be a dance teacher, had to adjust to 
being an educator in remote learning, had to not see her fiancé as often because he was now 
considered an “essential worker”.  
There are many aspects of our lives that were affected by a pandemic on a meso level. In the 
next few paragraphs, I address how our lives were changing in various ways such as teaching 
through a pandemic for early childhood educators and how young students were affected by the 
new type of a learning environment – remote learning. I address how adults (in their own words) 
were adjusting to the new normal and how the role of community was changing as well. I look at 
my own experience of being an instructor, and I address some positive things brought up by the 
pandemic as well.  
Teaching through the Pandemic 
Laws and curricula can be changed but it is the teachers who do the teaching after all. 
(Konstantinos Alexakos, 2012, p. 41). 
 
Many of my students work with children between 2 and 9 years old. In just an interval of two-
weeks, they had to adjust to the new concept of remote teaching. Once the teaching began, their 
lives were changed as well, because being an educator suddenly looked and felt quite different. 
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Teaching young students is typically hands-on, which now became impossible with remote 
learning. My students shared that they quickly realized how important it was to make the necessary 
adjustment for remote learning in order for it to be meaningful to students.  
Jenna’s views on teaching remotely: For children who have a hard time engaging in online 
learning – the right teacher will make all the difference! 
   
Jenna’s statement suggests that other teachers may have also felt that the pressure was on them 
now more than ever to be the kind of educator that makes a difference in the learning process, 
despite the challenges in the multiple levels of their own lives created by the pandemic. Many 
stepped up to the challenge and were enthusiastic to face it.  
Tara’s views on teaching remotely: I was proud of myself for quickly learning how to make 
interactive PowerPoints to support my students, how to teach through Zoom or Google Meet 
every day and ensure my students were actually understanding the content and I was proud of 
myself for actually leaving my bed in the morning to be there for my students through the 
“school day.”  
  
Both teachers, Jenna and Tara, state clearly their own role in their students’ learning and talk about 
taking personal responsibility in making this new method of learning meaningful. It is clear to me 
that we often assume an individual responsibility to “make things work” without considering other 
structures, often larger structures, that inform courses of action in historically unfolding 
circumstances. Since larger structures like the educational system and our working environment 
have been changed for all and each of us, it was important to understand that we did not necessarily 
have the personal choice of “making things work”, despite our best efforts to do so.  
I felt such pressure acutely when teaching my college students. If I was not doing my best, 
I felt personally responsible, knowing full well that the current health, economic, and personal 
crises were not allowing me to fulfill my potential. Teachers’ desire to do their best for students, 
while balancing the difficulties of remote teaching with the emotional upheaval in all of our lives, 
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is not always enough. A lack of confidence in one’s remote teaching and learning practices, an 
area of study given short shrift prior to 2020, added to the mix. 
The approach to teaching was dramatically different now that we were all in front of 
electronic screens for long stretches of time without the ability to see each other in person, talk to 
each other freely (as we typically mute ourselves on a Zoom call when others are speaking), or 
even simply move around in one another’s space. It seemed to me that this new approach was not 
ideal for learning, for interaction, for meaningful engagement. Was it just about the type of 
curriculum (in-class versus remote) or was there something else at play? Ken Tobin (2014) states 
that it is not easy to answer the question, “Which approach to curriculum is best?”, as the question 
itself reveals an oversimplified understanding of the problem that implies causal relationships 
among sets of variables. In my example, teachers do play a role in students’ experience in both 
classroom and remote learning environments, but it is not a simple causal relationship of variables 
– i.e., teachers’ efforts lead to students’ success (both “efforts” and “success” are problematic here 
and are simply used for the sake of providing an example). Tobin adds that to consider curriculum 
quality independently of context is a reductive approach to understanding social life, where 
important things, like social interactions or human emotions, could be easily overlooked.  
In the case of teaching through a pandemic and adjusting to remote teaching, there are 
multiple elements of social life (like social class, employment status, family status, ethnicity, and 
race) that are important to consider when trying to understand what can be done to make learning 
during a pandemic meaningful. While it is important for each of us to take responsibility for 
becoming an educator that, as Jenna said, “makes a difference,” it is often not possible given the 
circumstances, as students and teachers alike are dealing with changes in multiple structures of 
their lives. As I went through my education, I was so keenly taught that I am in control of the 
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impact that I have in the classroom (both as a student and now as a teacher), that I often consider 
only my own efforts instead of looking at how systemic issues interact and shape our lives. No 
surprise that I, as well as my student who shared similar sentiments, may begin to feel like I am 
not capable of being who I want and who I need to be for my students, and, therefore, I feel like I 
“am not myself”.  
Young Students in the Time of a Pandemic 
Something else was becoming clear to me, and it had much to do with the golden rule I 
had been told about in childhood but had not often thought of in my own classroom as a 
teacher: I must not do to a child that which I would not have done to me. (Vivian Paley, 
1991, p. 91). 
 
Being an educator to young children involves active engagement with the students that includes 
movement, play, interaction, eye and body contact, and emotional attunement. Young children are 
even less capable of sitting in front of a screen for a long period of time than are older students 
and adults. Vivian Paley (1991) writes about young children and how important play is for them. 
She argues that play is the primary reality in preschool and kindergarten, and with play often comes 
storytelling. Paley also states that early play may well be the prototype for imaginative endeavors 
throughout our lives. This highlights the importance of play and use of stories in a classroom 
environment that often sets the stage for imaginative work, for example scientific thinking, later 
in children’s and adult’s lives. Lev Vygotsky (1986), as well, emphasizes the role of play in young 
children, stating that the influence of play on a child's development is enormous. In the time of 
living through a pandemic and learning and teaching through a pandemic, virtual Zoom and 
Google “classrooms” became the environments in which children were learning, and, in this new 
environment, play, imagination, and storytelling all had to adjust and be reinvented. 
The students in my graduate class encountered new challenges teaching young children in 
the time of a pandemic.  
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Maria’s views on teaching young children in the time of a pandemic: Many factors ... occurred, 
such as parents focusing on their elder children who are in DOE [Department of Education], 
families continuing to work from home, and families stopping [remote learning] because the 
child is not interested in Virtual Learning.  
Fatima’s views on teaching young children in the time of a pandemic: I teach 3-year-olds, I 
have been working with my team to send families resources and activities to do with their 
children. Some parents have been unresponsive during this time, which is understandable. 
 
Suellen’s views on teaching young children in the time of a pandemic: It has been rough [for 
the children] at first to focus and to participate… The virtual teaching has taken away the 
personal touch that children in early childhood dearly need.  
 
Others shared more negative opinions about the new reality.  
 
Xiao Ling’s negative opinions about teaching young children in the time of a pandemic: I want 
to educate children and provide more learning experiences than just posting worksheets and 
short videos. The pandemic has prohibited and ruined my teaching and children’s learning. 
 
Fatima’s negative opinions about teaching young children in the time of a  pandemic: I have 
had a few Zoom meetings and have noticed that the children who were always bubbly and 
happy have reverted to being shy and will often leave the Zoom meeting.  
 
Through these depictions, we see how these early childhood teachers struggled with not only 
simply reaching every student to join in the remote learning, but also engaging with them through 
a new digital platform, instead of in a physical classroom. Paley (1991) talks about the importance 
of including all students in classroom activities and her own responsibility as a teacher to reach 
every student. Although it does not speak to a parents’ decision not to engage in remote learning, 
it does apply to those students who are present in a virtual classroom but seem disengaged. In a 
film by Armstrong and Dawson Paley says: “If ... (a) preschool activity cannot include all the 
children in the classroom in some way, then the activity has to be reexamined or the way one is 
doing the activity has to be reexamined” (2004). Both Maria and Fatima in the examples above, 
shared their concerns about students’ participation in virtual learning. As teachers relied more on 
parents to engage with their children as students, and, at the same time, as parents often became 
more involved with their older children’s learning, younger students were not prioritized to 
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continue formal learning specifically because it was done virtually, which seemed to be understood 
by both parents and teachers as ineffectual for many young learners. 
The idea that some parents were more focused on their older children resonates with 
Paley’s statement about “reaching” every child, which, as suggested by my students, is harder to 
accomplish with younger children through digital platforms, and is therefore perhaps deemed less 
worthy of a parent’s efforts. How can we create engaging virtual experiences for young children, 
focused on play and interaction, through Zoom? A lack of physical engagement changes the 
teaching dynamic and makes it harder for all. Moreover, what do we do, as educators, about 
children who are not attending virtual classrooms?  
All teachers who shared with me their experiences of teaching young children through the 
pandemic pointed out the need for more developmentally appropriate practices. As Xiao Ling says, 
not just worksheets and video, but the kinds of virtual experiences that involve active engagement 
on the part of students. Where Zoom is great for controlling background noise -- simply click a 
button and the classroom is quiet -- children are muted both in the classroom, but also symbolically. 
Fatima shared that some of her students were no longer “bubbly and happy.” This points to a 
serious problem of teaching young children through Zoom, where a lack of engagement is a 
reflection of an emotional state. Children and teachers need engagement with each other to develop 
relationships and to have fun. Paley (1991) writes about the importance of relationships in a 
classroom, stating that children need to have a friend in a learning environment.  Learning is a 
social process where students and teachers interact with each other in a variety of ways that 
promote learning from each other and with each other. For young children, as Paley highlights, 
friendships become incredibly relevant in a learning environment.  In a Zoom classroom of twenty 
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2-year-olds friendships are not possible to establish. At least not the same kind of friendships we 
are used to.  
Adults Adjusting 
They [Parisians] were also aware that they were participating in a momentous event, 
whose outcome could determine their future as individuals and as a nation… (Sewell, 
2005, p. 254). 
 
Most of us who were living through the pandemic in the spring of 2020 quickly realized that we 
were living through a major historical moment. Sewell, in the quote above, writes about Parisians 
living through the taking of the Bastille, which led to the invention of the modern revolution. The 
COVID-19 pandemic had the potential to become an event of the same kind of magnitude in human 
history.  
The COVID-19 pandemic disproportionately affected people of color, with minority 
communities averaging much larger numbers of cases than white communities (Fernandez, 
Bosman, Harmon, Ivory & Smith, 2020). Due to the long-term effects of existing racial inequality, 
many people of color did not have health insurance and did not seek immediate medical attention 
because of financial strains caused by long-standing systemic racism, thus finding themselves in 
more danger and at greater risk during the pandemic. This same long-term systemic racial and 
social oppression of minorities often presents itself through serious underlying health conditions, 
making people of color more susceptible to the virus and having more serious and lasting effects 
in their bodies’ response to the virus. During the first wave of the pandemic, following the killing 
of George Floyd by a police officer in Minnesota, demonstrations for social justice in the form of 
racial and sexual equality and the rights of transgender people of color, took place in May and June 
of 2020 across the United States and around the world. Once police brutality, in the case of George 
Floyd’s killing, among others, took place, it seemed like it was the last drop that made the cup of 
suffering run over. Combined with record unemployment numbers, and many people who 
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suddenly had nothing to do but watch the news and worry about the state of the world and their 
place in it, what emerged was a historic social uprising. These events, stemmed from years of racial 
inequality and police brutality, created additional emotional turmoil that made it that much harder 
for both teachers and students to focus and engage on learning during this time. 
No matter what profession we were, we had to adjust to the new world and assume a new 
role, and our inner force may have led us to such transformation. Anna Stetsenko (2017) writes 
that human agency is not something we simply have or not have, but something that is developed 
within a unified community and with the help of cultural mediations and tools of its social 
practices. She argues that “the collective cultural practices and their mediations are not inherently 
constraining and hegemonic but have both an oppressive and a liberational power, the latter 
consisting in these practices’ potential to open up ways for human agency to be developed” (p. 
248). In the case of living through the COVID-19 pandemic, our collective cultural practices had 
the potential, as Stetsenko says, to be not only oppressive, but also liberating. As social practices 
were changing drastically, as a consequence of a global crisis, we saw instances of practices that 
were oppressive—such as racial slurs being propelled by the highest political figures in the United 
States toward Asian communities, because the virus purportedly originated in China—but also 
liberating practices--such as thousands gathering together to oppose police brutality and stand up 
for racial and sexual justice across the globe. These were instances of how adults, as well as youth, 
were adjusting to the new historical events that happened during the COVID-19 pandemic -- a new 
wave of a fight for social justice that relates to how COVID-19 ravaged poor and minority 
communities more than any other. And although the focus of social fights was on police reform, 
COVID-19 and police brutality shone a bright light on racial inequality in our country. Teachers 
and students alike felt a lot of strong emotions elicited by the COVID-19 pandemic and the issues 
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that were exacerbated by the health crisis. As educators, we needed to acknowledge these strong 
emotions that had entered our classrooms before we could focus on anything else.  
Adults as Students 
When it came to the experiences of being learners themselves, students in my classroom held a 
multitude of diverse views.  
Tara’s views on being a student in the time of a pandemic: I am the type of student that needs 
to be in a classroom, and learns best when a teacher is physically standing in front of me. 
 
Suellen’s views on being a student in the time of a pandemic: I do miss coming to a class and 
getting hands-on instruction rather than the Zoom Classroom. 
 
Xiao Lin’s views on being a student in the time of a pandemic: I want to have a normal student 
life [rather] than just meeting each other on Zoom. I want to go to class so that I can feel 
physically present in the classroom environment.  
 
Fatima’s views on being a student in the time of a pandemic: Learning in pandemic for me has 
been difficult. I have been trying to finish up my thesis but honestly feel discouraged, 
unmotivated, stressed, depressed at times.   
 
Mary’s views on being a student in the time of a pandemic: I tried to read my assigned books 
and articles, but I found myself drifting off and wondering, as I heard many ambulances sirens 
blazing, as they passed by every few minutes.  I wondered, who was the next victim of this 
faceless monster that caused so much pain and havoc on families, friends, coworkers, 
professors, students and regular people in New York City, New York State, and the entire 
world, simultaneously.  
 
 
The students who shared their views on learning through a pandemic gave similar views on how 
their own learning was constrained by not being in a physical classroom. Considering that most of 
them are teachers, specifically teachers to young children, it is revealing how they viewed their 
own remote learning as much more challenging now that we could not meet in a classroom. The 
Zoom experience was emotionally strenuous for Tara, Sullen, and Xiao Ling while Mary and 
Fatima emphasized general lack of interest and motivation to do their own studying, because of 
the uncertainty caused by the pandemic. I did not get any positive responses from the students 
about learning through a pandemic (some positive effects of living through a pandemic are 
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addressed later). However, it is unclear whether it was because no one saw any benefits, or because 
only those who felt the struggle chose to share.  
Child’s Eye of Community 
Another aspect of human interaction on a meso level is the role of community and how this, too, 
has changed in the times of pandemic. One of my graduate students, Jenna, shared with me her 
thoughts on the role of community, specifically how the role of community was changing in the 
eyes of young children.  
Jenna’s views on the role of community: The structure of our ‘community’ is changing so fast. 
We [students and teachers] used to physically talk to community workers because we would 
see them and visit them often – cops, bus drivers, firefighters, postal workers. I wonder what 
those ‘community workers’ will look like now…Will we have a new curriculum topic now of 
‘essential workers?’   
 
During the pandemic, many people suddenly found themselves working from home, “glued” to 
their seats in front of computer screens, but there were also people who continued to work in their 
jobs as before--such as medical professionals, grocery workers, food delivery workers, 
transportation, warehouse, and delivery workers, among others--risking their lives to make 
everyone else’s lives better. Jenna’s comment raised a very important point about the role of 
community and the role of workers, especially those who we began to call ‘essential workers’ 
during the spring of 2020. 
Neighborhoods all over New York City erupted with applause every day at 7 p.m. to say 
“thank you!” to those who worked “on the front lines.” When we first heard of this show of 
appreciation on March 27th, my 10-year-old daughter and I opened our window at 7 p.m. and 
clapped our hands, shouting “thank you!” With every passing day more and more people joined 
the clapping, as cheering sounds spread through New York City streets to acknowledge and 
express gratitude to the essential workers. In July, some twelve weeks later, we still clapped every 
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night, and we had drums, trumpets, pots and pans, and shakers, joining together to express our 
recognition and regard. This social practice became a new ritual that brought our immediate 
community a little closer, as we became more united in our everyday practice of coming together, 
even if just for a few minutes. Every day we looked to find each other out the windows, proud and 
joyous to share a moment like this with each other. (This did not happen in every neighborhood in 
New York City, but my daughter and I were grateful that it happened in ours). It was nice to feel 
proud of our neighbors when we previously passed them without a blink. It was a moment to 
reassess who is essential, who matters, who is really brave. It also made us, my daughter and I, 
think about how those often considered “unskilled”, and therefore less wealthy, are just as 
important as wealthy “skilled” workers in keeping our communities moving forward.  
In my daughter’s eyes, and in the eyes of other children, the role of community may have 
been changing even more so than in adults’ eyes. Alexakos et al. (2012) share about the role of the 
community, in their case the science classroom, and how students seek knowledge and skills from 
each other in order to participate in solidarity-building classroom interactions. In our daily ritual 
of clapping together, the activity became a solidarity-building community interaction, where my 
daughter learned from and was positively influenced by the community around her. Randall 
Collins (2005) writes about solidarity, which, according to him, is the symbolically mediated 
emotional energy that generates social membership and group structure.  
Teaching through a Pandemic (Instructor’s Point of View) 
My own experiences of teaching through a pandemic seemed to be more positive than I myself 
anticipated. I did spend a lot of time “stuck” in front of a computer, either in Zoom classes, 
prepping for classes, or grading students’ work, which brought about fatigue and exhaustion. 
However, I also felt that I had a lot more flexibility now that remote learning was the new way of 
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teaching students. The first few weeks were spent more on sharing our thoughts about the events 
occurring on a global and local scale, rather than on instructing and lecturing, which, again, showed 
the importance of shared experiences during this time of structural transformation. I wanted to 
have an opportunity to talk with my students and let them express their feelings and thoughts. 
Together we each shared what we felt was the hardest part of our lives in that moment, but also 
tried to look for some silver lining. It was not easy. One student told me there was no silver lining 
in sight, because of everything that was happening to her. Several of her family members were 
sick, and she was homeschooling her own child while working – teaching – from home. This was 
hard to manage. She was trying to do her school work, but there was never time, and she felt 
unmotivated. She insisted there was nothing good.  
Several days later, I received an email from her to let me know that she thought about it 
more and finally found something positive. I felt very happy at that moment. As an instructor, I 
should probably aim for my students’ academic success, which I do, of course, but at that moment, 
it seemed to me that I helped another human being, not just a student, and somehow that felt more 
meaningful, reaffirming the role of the classroom as a complex community. 
Positive Effects of a Pandemic 
Like in Plato’s allegory of the cave, many of us may find ourselves content living in the world as 
we know it, watching mere shadows of life while we stay shackled inside the cave of what we 
“know” -- spending our lives watching the shadows pass us by (Plato, 1955). After I first read 
Plato’s allegory of the cave, I thought about the prisoners and how hard it is for them to leave the 
only world they know because change, and the fear of the unknown, can be frightening. Just as 
how the prisoner feels once they are finally led out of the cave and are instantly blinded by the 
sunlight, change can feel difficult to get through. But change also has the potential of being good 
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for us. In life, as in Plato’s allegory of the cave, with time people begin to see things more clearly 
and adjust to their new reality, just as one eventually adjusts to the bright sunshine after emerging 
from the darkness of the cave. I searched for moments of clarity in our new reality, as time went 
by and we began to adjust to the new normal.  
Sewell (2005) adds a more positive note, as he writes about historical events as moments 
of creativity. He argues that, “the uncertainty of structural relations [that] characterize events can 
stimulate bursts of collective cultural creativity” (Sewell, 2005, p. 229). Tobin (2014), too, writes 
about the importance of examining events, stating that Sewell’s event-oriented inquiry opens up 
promising possibilities for inquiry. Research about a pandemic and about social life in the times 
of a pandemic will eventually be substantial, as it presents a unique opportunity to study human 
behavior and conduct.  Tobin also compares an event to a “rupture of a coherence trajectory – a 
spike in the curve” (Tobin, 2014, p. 140). Such a spike presents a moment that offers a chance to 
study human life in the most unusual and unique circumstance, offering us new understanding and 
insight into who we are as a species.  
Systems and practices, as Sewell (2005) argues, are complementary concepts, where each 
presupposes the other. Culture, according to Sewell, is the dialectical relationship between systems 
and practices. As researchers we need to look for patterns of thin coherence -- patterns in cultural 
practices that do not apply broadly to the social world, but are full of contradictions and that are 
consistent with a reproduction | transformation relationship (Tobin,2018). Sewell writes that thin 
coherence is at stake due to the unstable and varying application made of it in practice. Sewell also 
argues that the role of historical culture under examination is very important to consider. The 
historical nature of the global pandemic was setting the stage for instances of contradictions, which 
presented ample opportunities for inquiry. These are positive outcomes of a very dramatic event 
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and if we pay attention and use this moment to look for such insight it can bring about knowledge 
about ourselves and awareness about our own potential.  
On an individual level, there were plenty of positive moments, not necessarily related to 
being in the classroom, and my students shared those with me as well. Their words demonstrate 
both our resilience and perseverance, as well as our ability to cherish what we have but may take 
for granted.  
Maria’s positive views on the pandemic: I was able to take on a project over the past 2 weeks 
to create a video with content from each staff member in my school. I get to spend [time] with 
my children. We have more time together than we could have ever imagined. We are loving 
it!  
 
Sara’s positive views on the pandemic: I would say that the COVID-19 pandemic has provided 
me with an unprecedented opportunity to reconnect with my family. I have found a restorative 
peacefulness in the constant togetherness. Though the learning curve was steep, I have learned 
a tremendous amount about teaching remotely. This new knowledge has inspired me to explore 
alternate modes of interaction with my students in a remote capacity, some of which have been 
extremely joyful. I have strengthened my practice of presence and gratitude and have 
reevaluated my priorities, both personally and professionally.  
 
Tara’s positive views on the pandemic: This pandemic has made me realize the importance of 
family, and being there for each other. I have been providing groceries and other necessities 
for my grandparents and my family.  
 
 
Micro Level– The Individual 
Each time my heart is broken it makes me feel more adventurous. (Frank O’Hara, from 
Meditations in an Emergency, 1967, p. 38). 
Emotions 
A lot of what has been discussed above is saturated with strong emotions. These emotions were 
felt on multiple levels: macro, meso, and micro. In this section I explore at the role of emotions, 
specifically emotions of individuals who participated in the study, and how ignoring emotions can 
be dangerous.  
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Historical events are characterized by heightened emotion. Sewell states that, “Emotion 
not only is an important sign of dislocations and rearticulations, but also shapes the very course of 
events” (2005 p. 249). He also writes this about emotions and social scientists: 
Most social scientists avoid emotions like the plague. They seem to fear that if they take 
emotions seriously as an object of study, they will be tainted by the irrationality, 
volatility, subjectivity, and ineffability that we associate with the term -- that their own 
lucidity and scientific objectivity will be brought into question. (Sewell, 2005 p. 248).  
In the case of the global pandemic, emotions were intensified and hard to ignore on all levels. 
Collectively, our society went through waves of emotions -- fear, worry, anger, and even joy, as 
we strived to find humor in our new reality. Individually, we experienced shifting emotions daily. 
We often dealt with these emotions privately and silently. Our emotions often guided our actions, 
whether we were aware of them or not, and also guided our practices, and shaped multiple systems 
in our lives. Overall, emotions played an important role in our practices and well-being. Ignoring 
emotions, as I noticed in myself, lead to worsening health and overall well-being. When I felt grief, 
fear, sadness, or worry, I could not just turn a blind eye to it, to pretend that it was not there, or to 
feel guilty for feeling this way. I needed to accept these emotions, feel them, be patient with myself, 
and wait for them to pass. In a pandemic we were all going through this “event” together and could 
relate to one another, which gave us an opportunity to become aware and acknowledge such 
emotions. Emotions are always present in one’s life, one’s classroom, one’s teaching, but in a time 
of a pandemic a lot of us experienced these emotions being heightened – making it harder to ignore 
them. What I learned through my own personal journey, was that it is important to recognize 
emotions as they come and go, knowing that everything passes.  
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Venerable Pramote Pamojjo, a highly respected and appreciated Dhamma teacher9, writes 
about recognizing that nothing in life is permanent, be it happiness or sorrow (Koffman, 2012). 
Mindfulness, in Pamojjo’s teaching, is the awareness of physical or mental phenomena, 
specifically awareness of what the body is doing in real time. Such awareness eventually leads to 
moments of insight and wisdom that eventually bring us to the end of suffering. “True wisdom 
cannot arise unless the mind is in its proper place. Temporary peace and calmness can arise, but 
not wisdom that leads to the end of suffering” (Koffman, 2012, p. 45). My personal goal was to 
find that proper place and state of mind, where I could learn to recognize emotions rising and 
falling, where the nimble mind -- thoughts moving freely and quickly -- was a good place to be, 
where I learned to surrender and just be, hoping that true wisdom would arise. 
Not Myself – Current Self 
In the beginning of this piece, I reflected back on a moment when my student, Jenna, and I shared 
a feeling of “not being ourselves.” This was echoed by other graduate students in my class.  
Tara’s views on the new normal: I did not feel like myself. I was not used to staying home for 
such a long period of time. I love my family, but we were always so busy that I never got to 
see them every day for a long period of time. I was used to working a lot, making extra money, 
and being active. I found it very hard to adjust to this kind of simple, stay at home life.  
 
Suellen’s views on the new normal: Just to say I’m running to the store or to get coffee has 
been taken away. I am a very independent person and feel my independence has been taken 
away. 
 
Fatima shared how working from home affected her being a parent: I sometimes spend so much 
time on the computer and phone that by the end of the day I have a headache and must tackle 
my son’s work before 10 pm. 
  
I also asked my student, Jenna, who was on the Zoom call with me that started this chapter, to 
reflect back on that moment.  
 
9 His teachings are especially appealing to modern urban people, helping them to become successful 
mindfulness and insight practitioners despite their busy lifestyles. https://www.dhamma.com/biography/ 
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Jenna’s reflection on our Zoom conversation: The biggest feeling I had in that moment was 
guilt because I felt like I had let you down by letting myself down… And then I felt guilty for 
crying to you… that wasn't me… I'm sort of realizing that so much of these changes are about 
grief. I had to grieve for our classroom space, my classmates…  
 
 
I thought about my own emotions in that moment as well. I was grieving, too. I was grieving for 
the ordinary life that was gone, for the routine that I was used to, for not being with students in a 
physical classroom, for not being able to get a cup of coffee from a coffee shop, for not driving 
home in the dark streets of New York City after teaching, among other things. However, in the 
moment of me typing this, five months since the pandemic reached American shores, I know that 
the grieving is gone, at least that moment’s grieving. Pamojjo’s teachings (Koffman, 2012) remind 
me to become aware of my emotions, to not pass judgment, but simply notice them rise and 
eventually fall. On a macro level, our world continues to change and now (summer of 2020) the 
COVID-19 pandemic is no longer at the top of the news. Other historical events, such as social 
and racial inequality, police brutality, and justice for all, have replaced the urgency of a global 
health crisis, at least for now. On a meso level, New York City has moved on as well, where we 
are no longer the hot spot for new cases, at least at this moment. On a micro level, I still find myself 
adjusting to the “bright sunlight” of change. This adjustment is not permanent and knowing this 
gives me a peace of mind. Regardless of how I feel right now, I see myself telling my future 
grandchildren about the days of living through a global pandemic in the spring of 2020. 
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CHAPTER 6 – MY PHD JOURNEY (Laying Down my own Track) 
Vignette: Skiing in the Fresh Fallen Snow 
In the winter of 2021 – in the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic and in my fifth year of being in 
a PhD program – while visiting my parents in Russia, I went cross-country skiing in a small park 
across from their house. It has been years since I last skied, but the body remembers, and despite 
an awkward start, I enjoyed it thoroughly. I was lucky enough to have a track to follow, laid out 
by some other skier before me. My legs methodically moved together with my arms – poles in 
my hands and legs swinging in the opposite directions. White sparkly snow crunched under my 
skies. Bright sun shined through the trees in the park; snow glistened in the sunlight. Frost 
prickled my cheeks and nose. Moving seemed easy; there was no need to focus. Since the tracks 
were already made, I did not need to think about where I was going – my path was already laid 
out. All I had to do was swing my legs and arms and keep moving ahead. My mind started to 
wander. I thought about my journey as a PhD student and a scholar.  
A few days after my first skiing session, I went skiing on a freshly fallen snow and I had 
to make a new track. My skis were breaking the top layer of the snow; the sharp edge of each ski 
felt like the nose of an icebreaker ship – moving ahead with force, heaps of snow falling on the 
sides of my feet. I was concentrating on the process with both my body and my mind. I had to 
make sure my feet were parallel, so that the tracks were easy to follow for myself or anyone else 
who skied after me. I had to think about direction and where to turn, looking at objects like trees, 
bushes, and walking paths to decide where to lay down the track. It was hard work that took my 
breath away and exhausted me both physically and mentally. After making a ski path in the 
shape of a circle around the park, I proceeded to my second circle on the track that I laid out 
myself, and it felt easier. In this moment, I had another moment of reflection and I thought about 
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the work I do as a researcher and how skiing reminded me of my path as a scholar now and in 
the future.  
There was a time when, as a beginning student, I followed a path in the PhD program laid 
out by others. I am still on that path, as I work closely with my advisers, fellow colleagues, 
students, and faculty members. Oftentimes, I find myself doing the work of “swinging my arms 
and legs” as I conduct research, but I am still on the path that has been carefully laid out before 
me. At the same time though, I am creating my own path. In this concluding chapter, I reflect on 
this eventful and life-changing journey…. 
My Path – Emergent and Contingent 
If someone were to ask me why I wrote my dissertation not as a traditional research dissertation, 
but rather as a journal that captures my narratives about lived experiences – I would tell them 
that I found this to be the way that made the most sense to me. This style of writing allowed for 
multiple topics like the pandemic and classroom research in early childhood education to be 
explored as they emerged, using a variety of methodologies, including narrative, heuristics, arts-
based research, while incorporating the voices of participants along the way. Such bricolage 
scholarship has led me to becoming aware, understanding, and, possibly, finding solutions that 
existed on my path as an educator, as a mother, as a daughter, and as a human being. A 
traditional research dissertation follows a rigid structure that I feel would have stifled my 
creativity and suppressed my voice, and would have prevented me from exploring multiple 
issues, instead forced me to focus all my attention on one topic. This form – a journal of my 
narratives about lived experiences – gave me the freedom and inspiration to do work of meaning 
to me and to those who were involved in the research process. This, to me, was more meaningful 
than following a safer, more traditional style of dissertation. 
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By embracing the emergent nature of research, I can explore the issues that are evident to 
me in my work – teaching and conducting research with future early childhood educators – and 
in my everyday life. The roles of teacher, researcher, and human being are never separate, as we 
cannot deny ourselves one part of our identity as we enter the classroom, as we begin to conduct 
research, or as we interact with people in our everyday lives. This became more evident during 
the time of the COVID-19 pandemic, as many of us felt our “separate” worlds collide with each 
other.  Thus, it is important to adapt and incorporate research into the many unexpected ways 
that all parts of our lives intersect and interact. I strongly believe that exploring issues that 
emerge naturally and become evident is important for any researcher, including those working in 
the field of early childhood education. Working with young children is an extraordinary 
responsibility and the process of teaching and learning needs to be explored. Adopting a 
researcher perspective allows early childhood educators to view their own work through an 
inquisitive lens – a process that can lead to change and positive transformation for everyone 
involved.  
I began my dissertation, with a discussion of my childhood memories at a summer house 
and my mother’s quilted fur carpet – a bricolage of theories and ideas that have come to frame 
my thinking. Such reflections have helped me visualize my theoretical background as a quilt of 
ideas that has been carefully patched together.  
In my work I am following the lead of my advisers, Konstantinos Alexakos, Ken Tobin, 
and Beth Ferholt who advocate for us (their students) to follow a path of emergence and 
contingence, while engaging in reflexive practices. Ferholt (2018) writes about the elusive 
phenomenon of perezhivanie, which she describes as “intensely-emotional-lived-through-
experience” which can be used for a dynamic complex analysis (p. 2). Throughout my chapters 
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in this dissertation, I am fortunate enough to write about issues that became evident to me in my 
teaching, through my teaching, but also outside of teaching. Such issues are saturated with 
emotions, and they need reflection and analysis to gain understanding of what was happening in 
these intensely-emotional-lived-through-experiences. 
In my second chapter, I write about the work I do with my graduate students, early 
childhood educators learning how to be researchers in their own classrooms. This work emerged 
organically as I noticed how becoming researchers in their own classroom offered opportunities 
for transformation in their (and my own) teaching practices.   
 My third chapter focused on how my coresearchers – early childhood educators – and I 
use a heuristic as a tool to help us in our research process. This, too, is an example of work that 
emerged from the process of teaching and exploring what happens in my classroom.  
In the next chapter (chapter 4), I reflect on my experiences as a parent who has gone 
through a separation with her child, as I use arts-based research methods to explore emotions of 
separation. This is something that my family lived through in my second year of being in a PhD 
program and it was impossible to ignore, as I felt strong emotions such as sadness, grief, worry, 
and loss because my son was away at college. Using arts-based research methods helped me to 
dig deeper and learn to understand why I was feeling this way.  
In chapter 5, I reflect on the experiences of being an educator in the spring of 2020 during 
the age of the COVID pandemic. As the historical events of the pandemic took place, I wanted to 
explore what my students and I were dealing with as members of society on a macro level, as 
educators and students on a meso level, and as individuals on a micro level.   
Moving ahead, I aim to use the knowledge gained on this path. Learning from the 
experience and reflecting on decisions made on the path in the past will help me make decisions 
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in the future. This current chapter, as such, is a reflection on where I have been and where I am 
going. 
Emotions of the Journey 
We [Tobin and Alexakos] see the future of social inquiry in terms of research 
methodologies | methods that remove the shackles from researchers so that an expansion 
occurs to include fresh ways of theorizing what is happening and why it is happening. 
(Tobin and Alexakos, 2021, p. 331). 
Where to now? Responsibilities, pressure, imposter syndrome are all here even now, as I am 
finishing my dissertation.  
Do I have anything of value to say? I had doubts before, and they are still here… 
What will I do?  
How will I contribute to human lives?  
How can I do this well?  
What do I need to do to “stay on the path?” 
Where exactly is my place?  
Where do I belong?  
As I try to think about the future, I am flooded with questions and with an enormous grappling 
fear. Fear in Western philosophy and in Western medicine is seen as a negative emotion, but I 
now know better and understand that fear tells me something and I need to listen. In the Western 
world we are often told to overcome fears and cultivate joy. Emotion of fear and having a feeling 
of fear are different, according to Giovanni Frazzetto (2013), as feeling is an emotion which has 
been rendered conscious. Another important step is to reflect deeper on that feeling and notice 
whether it is fear of a specific thing or is fear of the indefinite, which is often described as 
anxiety. I look inwardly to recognize my emotions and feelings, localize my fears, evaluate them, 
and identify all the reasons why some fears do not make sense, and why some do.  
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Through this research I have learned to let go of feelings of dread and fear and allow 
myself to do what is possible in every given day, hour, moment. In research, that means 
planning, of course, but also being open to allowing the process to show you the way, instead of 
“sticking to the plan,” despite changes happening in the process. For me, this means truly 
embracing the emergent and contingent nature of the research process as advocated by Alexakos 
and Tobin (2021). They write, “To be passive is to be receptive, to open oneself to the field’s 
cultural flux without seeking to appropriate structures to pursue particular goals” (p. 329). In my 
research process, my goal is to allow the field’s cultural flux – classroom practices or a particular 
event – to guide my research, as I open myself up to learn from what I am seeing, what is 
happening, and why. And this process may be saturated with emotions. 
I have learned that emotions are not to be suppressed or confronted but acknowledged 
and reflected on. As human beings, we cannot escape feeling emotions, and neither should we. 
What I learned from Alexakos, Tobin, and Ferholt is that we do research for the greater good, we 
do it the best way we can (using all methods/methodologies necessary), being free and open to 
change, allowing the process to come naturally, unfolding, and evolving based on the real 
happenings in the process. I have also learned to pay attention to how I feel in the process, 
because that tells me something as well. In the end, I might still be feeling lost, scared, or 
confused, but as I notice these emotions, I know that these feelings shall pass, and if I pay close 
attention, they will guide me in the right direction – whatever that might be.  
I have been a student for a very long time. My friends from my college days in Russia 
joke that I am addicted to being a student. I entered college in Russia in 1997 and had to stop my 
studying in 2001 as I immigrated to the United States. I took a six-year break from school, going 
back to college in the fall of 2007. Since then, I have been a student. First, I was a transfer 
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student at a community college, then a transfer student at a senior college, later, a graduate 
student in a masters and PhD program at the CUNY Graduate Center. Most of my friends in the 
United States have known me as a college student, who was always running late for a class or 
cramming to write a paper. It has been part of my identity. My daughter turned 11 years old this 
year, and I have been a student all of her life. I imagine that shapes her identity as well – seeing 
her mother studying for as long as she can remember. 
Being a mother, I believe, is my most important identity. Going through graduate school 
and raising children at the same time is not easy or ideal for either being a mother or a student. 
There were plenty of days where I felt that I would much rather stay at home, eat dinner with my 
family, and watch a movie, than go to a class or sit in a library writing a paper. But there were 
also days when I would come home inspired by what I learned or a discussion I had and I would 
share my thoughts with my family, which is a priceless experience.  
Being a student and a researcher also supported me in many ways as I often reflected on 
my parenting. In my graduate classes we learned about emotions. When my daughter was very 
young and would start to feel anxious, I would sit down on the floor with her and do breathing 
exercises. Today, as she is becoming a preteen, I often see her pause and breathe, and I think to 
myself that she might not know it, but she will carry this skill with her because I was learning to 
do this in my classroom. When my son left for college, I felt lost and extremely sad. In my 
graduate classroom, we used arts-based research to explore various issues, and I explored my 
emotions. I discovered that the sadness I felt was because this was not a new separation for us, as 
he was separated from me for years as a young child. Being a student and a researcher helped me 
come to peace with my past.  
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Being a spouse may not be at the top of my list of identities or priorities, but only because 
I am lucky enough to have a spouse who is patient and loving. For 14 out of 19 years of 
marriage, I have been a student, a full-time employee, a mother, and a daughter, as well as a 
spouse. Through the years, my husband put up with (and got lost in) my ever-changing 
schedules, my endless projects, my teachers, and now my students. We both hope that this 
journey and, often, sacrifice brings us a better future, but I know I could not have done this 
without his endless support. 
My identity as a student is also important to my parents. My father was an engineer and 
loved his profession dearly. He still talks about the things he worked on with passion and clarity 
as if they were all happening last week. My mother never finished college and it is her deepest 
regret. They have two children: my brother and me. My brother is very intelligent and talented 
and followed in our father’s footsteps, entering a very prestigious university (dad’s alma mater) 
back in 1991. The Soviet Union collapsed, my brother got married, and he left school never 
finishing his degree. This is painful for all of us because he has such enormous potential. When I 
went back to school in the United States, I knew I had to make my parents happy and finish my 
degree. Perhaps it was me overcompensating for my brother and parents that kept me going all 
this way.  
I learned to be a teacher from my mother, from my family, from my teachers in a 
traditional Russian school. I learned from my professor in a Russian technological university and 
from professors in New York City at CUNY. I continuously learn from my advisers how to be 
supportive, kind, and encouraging. My advisers also challenge me academically, believing in my 
abilities better than I often do myself. As an educator myself, I know that my students will learn 
from me not just what I teach, but how I teach, and how they experience the interactions with 
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me. Reflecting on my teaching practices pushes me to be a better person and a better teacher and 
mentor.  
I learned to be a researcher from my advisers, Tobin and Alexakos, as they often invited 
their students to become coresearchers in their work. When my turn came to conduct research in 
my classroom, I too invited my students to become coresearchers with me. The path I am taking 
as a PhD student and researcher shows me to pay attention to what happens in our daily practices 
as teachers, researchers, and human beings. Using reflexive practices and theoretical frameworks 
as authentic inquiry guides my ongoing work.  
All of these identities make me who I am, and my experiences in my years of learning in 
and outside of the classroom molded me as a student, mother, spouse, daughter, educator, and 
researcher. I am grateful to have taken this journey and am looking forward to the future.  
In my last year of working towards my doctoral degree, I learned that my mother was 
diagnosed with stage 4 cancer. The pain and anguish I felt was difficult to process. Suggested by 
my adviser – Konstantinos – I wrote a letter to my mother to allow my writing to help me reflect 
on my strong emotions. This letter is now the epilogue to my dissertation.  
Epilogue – Running Marathons (A Letter to my Mother)10 
Моя любимая мамочка11 
After staring at the screen for several minutes, wondering where to begin, I face the difficulty to 
find the right words. I am thinking back to my childhood days, images flickering in my mind. I am 
thinking about our most recent conversation and seeing your face during a Skype video call. I am 
 
10 Epilogue has been submitted for publication. Malyukova, A. (2021). Running marathons (A letter to my mother). 
In K. Tobin & K. Alexakos (Eds.) Manuscript submitted for publication. 
 
11 My dear mama (Russian) 
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thinking of how I see you in myself more and more every day, as I catch a reflection of myself in 
the mirror, as I place a hand on my hip, stirring food on the stove, as I soothe my crying daughter 
and remember being soothed by you.  
Nineteen years ago, you travelled with me to the airport in Moscow as I took the plane to 
New York with all of my possessions in one duffle bag. We would not see each other for three and 
a half years. I was scared, so scared… I could not even begin to say how terrified I was and how 
much I wanted to stay. But your confidence and belief seemed to help me stand a little taller and 
breathe a little deeper. Once I passed the customs, I could no longer see you and that confidence 
should have disappeared with each new step away from you, but it felt that you walked along with 
me and your strength was still with me. Years later you confessed that as soon as I was no longer 
in your eyesight, you broke down in tears and cried all the way home, which is a five-hour drive 
to my hometown. At the time I did not know how worried and scared you were for me, and that 
taught me something about you and myself.  
I have lived away from you for almost half of my life now -- geographically speaking. And 
the first several years were hard. You and dad were raising my son. I wrote letters to you and you 
wrote to me. We didn’t have a home phone at the time, so even phone calls were a rarity and a 
luxury. Eventually things improved. I was reunited with my son, as you grieved for both of us -- 
away from you. You traveled to us, when my daughter was born. We came to visit you as much 
as we could. Now we Skype daily and chat during the day on our smartphones. 
On May 20th of this year, I learned that you have cancer and that you may not have much 
time left. It was a Wednesday, and I was about to go running when I got the call. I sat there listening 
to you explain and the world seemed to stop rotating for a brief moment. I remember thinking to 
myself Breathe, breathe again… You said, “I am not giving up!” And I knew you were being 
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strong for me. It was my turn to be strong for you… I just needed to find out how to do it. We said 
goodbye and I didn’t know what to do. I walked around the apartment aimlessly… I tried to do 
something… I could not… I decided to go and run -- it was something I could do. I ran in the park 
along my usual path, but it was not the same path. I screamed in my mind, “Mama!” I cried, as I 
ran, and tears ran down my cheeks. I was thankful to have a mask on12 to hide my tears… to hide 
my mouth in a tortured grimace, suppressing silent moans escaping my lips. I ran faster… I knew 
this was inevitable -- losing a parent. And you are still here, you are not giving up, and I have to 
be strong. As I ran, I felt you running with me. I knew the distance between us cannot break this 
bond. I know you will be with me always. And I just need to keep on running. 
I am writing this as my last piece of the dissertation. This is also a journey you took along 
with me, often unknowingly. You don’t read in English, and I don’t know if you would read this 
even if you could. You know this is important for me and you are proud of me, but it is not 
something that interests you. I am strangely okay with that. It is as if you taught me how to walk, 
and now I am running my own marathons. A PhD degree is one of these marathons. I am running 
towards a goal, while worried about what’s to come next. I am running with metaphorical tears 
running down my cheeks. It has not been easy. And yet, I keep on running.  
I don’t know what the future will bring. I don’t know when I will be able to see you in 
person, because of the COVID-19 pandemic. I don’t know how much time you have left. I don’t 
know how sick you are going to get… I don’t know how much longer my PhD journey is going to 
take and I don’t know what is next after the degree. This is painful to write. In the comfort of home 
and no one watching me, I am typing and crying. Writing this is like running a sprint. I want to get 
this done fast, because it hurts too much.  
 
12 This was written during the time of the COVID-19 pandemic in the Spring of 2020. 
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I will keep on running. I will carry along your strength and share it generously with others, 
the way you always do. I will see you in myself and my children – in how kind and carrying my 
daughter is; how strong and resilient my son is. I will tell stories about our lives, the way you tell 
stories. I will write stories about you and about me. Whatever the future holds, you will always 
run along me.  
 









Please rate each of the characteristics below by circling the appropriate numeral on the 1-5 scale 
that best reflects your perceptions of your experience being a teacher | researcher. As necessary, 
provide contextual information that applies to your rating.  
1. I strive to learn from conducting research in my classroom. 
5: Always/Very often; 4: Often; 3: Sometimes; 2: Seldom; 1: Never/rarely 
________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________ 
2. I strive to educate others while conducting research in my classroom. 
5: Always/Very often; 4: Often; 3: Sometimes; 2: Seldom; 1: Never/rarely 
________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________ 
3. I value doing research to improve both practice and theory. 
5: Always/Very often; 4: Often; 3: Sometimes; 2: Seldom; 1: Never/rarely 
________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________ 
4. I try to include participants as co-researchers. 
5: Always/Very often; 4: Often; 3: Sometimes; 2: Seldom; 1: Never/rarely 
________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________ 
5. My work seeks to empower all participants. 
5: Always/Very often; 4: Often; 3: Sometimes; 2: Seldom; 1: Never/rarely 
________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________ 
6. To make sense of my research, I incorporate what participants have said.  
5: Always/Very often; 4: Often; 3: Sometimes; 2: Seldom; 1: Never/rarely 
________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________ 
7. I value and welcome different perspectives. 
5: Always/Very often; 4: Often; 3: Sometimes; 2: Seldom; 1: Never/rarely 
________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________ 
8. I reflect theoretically upon my own practice to make sense of my research.  
5: Always/Very often; 4: Often; 3: Sometimes; 2: Seldom; 1: Never/rarely 
________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________ 
9. I contemplate on my practices and beliefs and identify those that reflect uncontested 
mainstream biases.  
5: Always/Very often; 4: Often; 3: Sometimes; 2: Seldom; 1: Never/rarely 
________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________ 
10. I become more aware of beliefs, habits, and values I was not aware I had. 
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